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CHAPTER ONE
 
I remember my name. 
The nurse who comes and goes tells me that the year is 1945, and I remember small fragments, scattered shards of memory. Things that don’t make sense. Blood, smoke, the smell of death. The smell of lightning fills my nostrils and I remember pain. I remember the way it feels to fly, I remember a child with worlds in her eyes. I remember impossible things, and I know that I’m broken. But I remember my name. 
Spencer. I say it over and over in my mind. Spencer. This one small piece makes me feel less untethered from the world, as if knowing my name makes me more real. I’m not a ghost, even if I feel like one. I have a name. I don’t know if it’s my first or last name, but it’s something. I am
something. I just don’t know what yet.
Untethered. Just thinking the word makes me anxious. I feel as though it has a deeper meaning, though I can't quite remember it. My mind is shattered glass, cracked, fragile. Broken into tiny pieces that don't make sense.
“You’re awake,” says a soft voice. A woman’s silhouette fills the doorway and then she steps into the light. She moves her hips as she walks, her red hair slipping over one eye. She laughs and pushes it back carelessly. I can’t remember if I know her, but seeing her makes me feel uneasy, and I clench my fists as she fixes me with her bedroom eyes. 
“Hey, stranger,” she says, and she smiles, her teeth whiter than white. “I was so worried.”
I watch her without speaking as she sidles up to the bed. She looks older close up. In her late forties, maybe, but it's hard to tell under the makeup caked on her pale skin. When she takes my hand, I want to pull away. Her blue eyes are cold and her smile is too perfect. Her lipstick is deep red, and shines like it’s wet. 
“Do I know you?” I say. The redhead rolls her eyes and laughs again. She sounds forced, fake.
“Of course, darling,” she drawls. “I’m your loving wife. Now let’s get you out of here, I hate hospitals.”
“You’re my wife,” I repeat.
“You really don’t remember?” Her eyes go sad, but not really. There’s a chill that stays. 
“What’s my name?” I say.
She raises a perfect eyebrow. “Spencer McQuarrie, of course. I am Mrs. McQuarrie.”
“What’s your name?”
“Rita,” she says, and she looks it. I believe she’s a Rita, but my wife? My stomach feels like a bag full of eels when I look at her.
“I don’t remember you,” I say.
“It’ll come back,” she says. “It always does.”
“This happened before?”
She nods and her eyes fill with tears. 
“What’s wrong with me?”
“In the war,” she says. “You saved another man in your platoon when the Germans dropped a bomb. You got all torn up. Shrapnel.” 
“There are no scars,” I say.
“It was a while ago,” she says, not looking at me. “Spencer, why are you being this way? Don’t you want to come home?”
“There would be scars,” I say. “Shrapnel leaves a scar.”
“Are you saying I’m lying?” she says, the tears stopping. “Your own wife is a liar?”
“I don’t know you,” I say. “Who’s to say you’re not just someone off the street?”
“How do I know your name, then?”
“I don't know if it is my name,” I say, but I'm lying. It's my name and I know it. My mind twitches. Names. Have I had more than one?  Why would I have more than one name? 
“You selfish bastard,” she says, and her eyes are cold again. She tosses her hair back and narrows her eyes into pretty little daggers looking for a vein. “You're coming home with me whether you like it or not. You’re my husband. You belong with me.” 
“I'm not going anywhere with you,” I say. 
She turns and walks to the door, stopping before she turns the handle, her handbag swinging from her arm. 
“You’re going to regret this, McQuarrie.”
“I already do.”
She slams the door and the cheap pictures on the wall shudder. I push the blankets away and swing my legs over the side of the bed. I have to get out of here. A panic rises up from my guts, turning my stomach to acid. This is wrong, all wrong. I shouldn’t be here. I shouldn’t be. The thought stops me as I put my bare feet on the cool tile floor. 
I shouldn’t be, I think to myself. And now I know four things: My name is Spencer McQuarrie, I dislike the redhead who claims to be my wife, I have to get out of this hospital, and I shouldn’t be. Be what? Here? A person? Alive? I shake my head. I can’t think straight. I try to remember Rita, how I know she isn't my wife, but all I get is a headache. 
I stand up, head swimming, as if  it’s stuffed with cotton. I’m thirsty and spend a good minute slurping from the little sink in the room. Then I open up the wardrobe. There’s a shopping bag stuffed with clothes and I pull them out, piece by piece. 
“Oh, hell,” I say. What  used to be a suit is now shredded into strips and small scorched pieces. A blue tie survived, but it’s twisted and stretched and stained with what looks like blood. There’s a thin robe on a hanger and I grab it, put it on, knot the belt. 
Clothes will have to come later. The panic in my chest is forcing me to move, to run, to flee. I poke my head out the door and see two men with badges talking to a nurse down the hall. I go the opposite way and turn the corner, peeking my head around to look back. I see the cops, one broad and fat and the other short and stocky, go into my room. I turn and run, my bare feet whapping against the floor, my robe flying out behind me like a cape. I hear people yelling after me, nurses, doctors, but I keep going. 
It’s hot outside, and so humid the air feels like soup. I look around and recognize some of the buildings, but the panic is still urging me on. I start running and realize that my body seems to know where I’m going, even if my brain doesn't. I trust the feeling and in a few blocks allow myself to stop running and walk. I've cut my foot on something and feel a twinge of pain with every step, a heel-print of red following me. Sweat is pouring off my forehead and soaking my hospital gown and robe. I’m feeling lightheaded and thirsty, but I cut a path through the streets, toward the destination my slow, sodden brain can’t quite remember.
On the street corner, a black man with a saxophone stops playing and stares at me for a second before his face cracks into a wrinkled grin.
“Damn, you escape from the crazy house?” He doubles over in laughter. Men in suits, their faces a sheen of sweat, pass by us, scowling at me. A white woman gasps audibly and crosses the street. At the nearest bodega, an old man in a short-sleeved shirt comes out and shakes his head at me, muttering in Spanish. 
“Come on now,” says the old man with the sax. “You’re scaring all the white people away.” He nods at the open saxophone case, littered with a few nickels and dimes.
“Where am I?” I say. I wipe my forehead with my palms and rub them against my robe. 
The old man laughs again and I feel like I should be angry with him, but there’s no malice in his laughter and I find myself wanting to laugh with him. I look down at myself, brown legs sticking out of a thin cotton robe, drenched in sweat. 
“You a mess, kid.”
“Yeah,” I say, wiping the sweat from my eyes with the back of my hand. 
He pulls a packet out of his shirt pocket and offers me a cigarette. I take one and my hands are shaking. He lights it with a wooden match that he strikes on the brick wall behind him.
“You been through some shit today, haven’t you?” His eyes are smiling as he lights his own cigarette, the saxophone hanging off his shoulder. 
I nod and inhale the smoke, closing my eyes as the nicotine hits me. 
“Where am I?” I say again, my voice cracking.
“You in N'awlins, kid. Can't you tell?” He waves his hand around, holding his lit cigarette.
I look around. It’s all familiar. I know I’ve been here, maybe even lived here. I should be looking for someone, but I just can’t remember. 
“Hey, it’s okay, man,” says the old saxophone player. “Maybe you better get yourself back to the hospital.”
“I can’t,” I say. “There’s some policemen looking for me.”
“Oh, it’s like that, is it?” he says, narrowing his eyes. “What you done, then?”
I shake my head. “I wish to God I could remember.”
“Well,” he said, drawing on his smoke, “you don’t look like a killer.”
“I don’t think I am,” I say hopefully and the man laughs again. 
“Yeah, I don’t reckon I can see you killing anybody,” he says. 
“I guess I’ll sound real stupid if I ask what year it is?” I say.
“Oh, shit, son,” he says, and he doesn’t laugh this time. “It’s 1945. War just ended. You sure you’re okay?”
“No,” I say. “Thanks for the smoke.” I start to walk away.
“Where you going?” he says. “You don’t even know where you are and you just going to walk through the streets like that?”
“I know where I’m going,” I say, waving.
He laughs. “Okay, kid. You be safe out there.”
The French Quarter makes itself known before I even get there. There's shouting and singing and music in the streets: all kinds of different people playing, singing, dancing, laughing. Happy. I see a chaotic parade as I approach, but as I limp closer, it's just a long line of happy drunks, bottles sloshing with various colored liquids, eyes red and laughter on their lips. I see two men fighting, a plump but pretty white woman watching them as she smokes a cigarette.
“What's going on?” I ask her. 
She looks at me, focusing slowly, blowing smoke in my face.
“War's over,” she slurs. “Or ain't you heard?”
“Oh, yeah,” I say. “I did hear that somewhere.”
Her lips raise up in a smile. “You're a funny one. Want a drink?” She raises a grubby bottle to her own plump lips and drinks, watching me.
“No thanks,” I say. “There's somewhere I have to be. I think.”
“Hey,” says one of the men fighting. The other stops grappling with him to look. “That's my girl.”
“Don't worry,” I say, walking away. “You can keep her.”
“Put some pants on and you'd be taking me home, green eyes,” the woman calls. “So I can take them off of you.” I hear her explode with laughter as I weave my way through the crowd. It's only late afternoon, but the clubs and the bars are already bursting with people and sounds and smells. Cajun spices fill the air, mingling with sweat and booze and the old urine and garbage that flow from every alley. It's all familiar, but more than that. Through the chaos, all the sounds and smells and laughter give me a sense of calm. This is where I belong.
A large black woman in a headdress is dancing on top of a pedestal, three men attacking the drums below her. Jazz and blues and big band music are bumping up against one another in a cacophony of sound that is completely perfect. 
I make my way through the revelers as best I can. In a few blocks, the crowds start to thin. I let my feet guide me to a small street, too narrow to hold more than one car. There are no people in sight, no traffic, no parades or revelers or dancers. I can hear the party, but it is distant, as if happening in another world. The buildings are nondescript ugly gray squares: an apartment building, a storage facility, offices. Except for one: a small green shop set into the middle of the block. The front is dominated by a picture window made up of dozens of panes of thick glass filled with bubbles. It has an odd green tint, as though made in another century. The sign, too, looks as if it came from another era. In antique lettering running across the top of the building near the roof, the cracked and peeling letters say: TRAVELER'S CLOCKS.
I stop, staring at the building. In the alley next to it, I can see a line of tidy garbage cans, clean and shining, as if they've never been used. I cross the street, my feet on fire from the heat radiating from the street. I peer into the little panes of glass, trying to see inside. This is where I need to be. Faces peer at me from the apartments next door, the wrought iron bars on their windows starting to rust. I find a key under the doormat and pick it up.
With the key halfway in the lock, I feel a hand on my back and turn, but there's no one there. I'm shaking so hard I can barely get my hand on the knob, but manage to open the door and a bell tinkles. 
“Spencer,” a voice says, and I stiffen. 
I turn again and Rita's there, smiling in the sun. 
“Don't be this way, Spencer.” Her voice changes, goes cold. Her lip curls, then she turns her head and smiles as a shining car pulls up the curb. Rita looks back at me and I know she's not my wife. Not my friend.
“You should have listened,” she says. “My friends aren't so nice as me. I would have taken you away from all this. We could have been happy.”
The car looks new and expensive and a behemoth of a man steps out of the driver's seat, skin dark against his white suit. He's wearing a matching fedora that's too small for his head. He comes around and opens the rear door and a man steps out, dressed to the nines. He's tall and thin with a dangerous look to his eyes. Lighting on me, he smiles, his teeth long and straight.
“Well, Mr. McQuarrie,” he says. “As I live and breathe.” There's a Creole lilt to his voice and I can see a thin white scar running across his neck, just above his shirt collar, bright against his copper skin. A third occupant of the car, sitting in the passenger seat, is staring at me with bulging, bloodshot eyes.
“Do I know you?” I say, holding onto the doorknob for balance. Sweat stings my eyes and my vision keeps swimming with black spots. 
Rita laughs and my stomach turns cold. 
“He's good, isn't he?” she says to the man in the dark suit. 
The man takes a step toward me, shaking a finger. I see the behemoth watching me warily, his hand now moving slowly into his jacket. There are heavy bulges in both of their jackets. Guns.
“I don't know,” says the man. “Something happened to you, McQuarrie, didn't it? Something that shook you. You look like shit, man. You're a pale reflection of who you used to be.”
“Did I do something to you?” I look back to the man in the car, still staring at me with mad, bulging eyes. Something about him sends a thrill of panic through me.
“See,” says the man in the suit, continuing as though I hadn't spoken, “my friend there, he told me everything. All you did. All you saw. At least all that he knew of, which I'm going to bet ain't the whole story.” The smile disappears from his face and his expression is like knives. “I want to know how you did it, McQuarrie. How did you survive?”
“Something's wrong with my head,” I say. I stagger a little, my hand slipping on the doorknob. “I don't know what's happening. I can't remember. Anything.”
“It's okay,” he says, his voice low and more deadly. “I'm going to get it out of you. You don't remember me, that's okay. Scarasse. Louis Scarasse. Now we know each other. Let's take a little ride in my car and we'll talk. Now that we're friends.”
The behemoth was coming toward me, slowly, not in a hurry.
“Look, I don't know what you want from me,” I say, “but there must be some mistake. I woke up in the hospital. They said I was some kind of veteran.”
Scarasse laughs. “War hero, eh? There is a war, that's true enough. But I'm the hero here. They're all looking for you, did you know? All your little friends have turned against you. They know you're running around untethered, McQuarrie.”
That word again.
“Untethered?”
“Maybe he really doesn't remember, Louis,” says Rita, looking at me. “Maybe he doesn't know.”
“Well, we'll get this all figured out, won't we?” He smiles. 
The behemoth is right in front of me now and reaches his hand out, grabs the back of my neck. I see a figure standing right behind him and I go even weaker. A tall man, thin as a skeleton, stands between the behemoth and Scarasse. His eyes bore into me and I can see that they're not just red, but glowing. He's wearing a top hat, with two pointed horns rising up on either side of the brim. He smiles at me. I look at Scarasse, but he doesn't seem to notice. The man in the car starts to scream. 
The behemoth loosens his grip on my neck and I fall on the stoop. The man with the horns isn't staring at me anymore, he's not even next to me. He's sitting in the car. I don't see him move, but he's suddenly in the car. I can't see what he's doing, but I see the man in the passenger seat gyrating and spasming as if having a fit. And then he goes still and I can see that the horned man is holding his coat open. Something is moving there, out of his coat, slithering and shifting, like snakes, but without substance. I blink and the horned man is standing outside the car now, looking at me.
“What the hell?” says Scarasse, opening the car door. The man falls onto the pavement, blood trickling from his mouth. The behemoth walks over and puts a hand on the fallen man's wrist and shakes his head. Scarasse looks at me.
“What did you do, traveler?” he says. “Is that really McQuarrie in there?”
“What? I didn't do anything,” I say. “It was him.” I point at the man in the top hat and horns, grinning at me from beside Scarasse. But Scarasse can't see him, I can tell right away. I rub my eyes. “I think I'm hallucinating.”
“Take him,” says Scarasse. “Rita, get this fool out of my car.”
Rita walks over to him, shoes clicking on the sidewalk, and looks down at the dead man. “What do you want me to do?” 
“Pull him out, leave him, bury him, what the hell do I care?”
The behemoth grabs my arm and hauls me up. There's a strange vibration in the air, and I'm sure I'm hallucinating that, too, because no one even looks up. The hair on my arms and the back of my neck is standing on end. The man in the top hat is gone and Rita is dragging the dead man out of the car as best she can as Scarasse brushes at his suit. 
And then I hear her voice. 
“Spencer,” she says, and I know that voice in my bones. Down to the darkest depths of my soul, I know her. As the behemoth pulls me by my arm to the car, I turn around and see her standing in the mouth of the alley, gasping for breath. Her clothes are hanging in tatters and she has to hold on to the side of the building for support. Her hair clings to her face, but I can see her dark eyes shining. Her skin shows through her clothes, the fabric now in ashes that fall away from her legs and stomach and arms and float to the ground like snow. A white woman comes up behind her, older and wiry, in a similar state of disrepair, though her steely hair is holding tight in a severe bun on the top of her head. The old woman fiddles with a case next to her and comes back with a gun half as big as she is.
“Stop!” she says, and to my surprise, everyone stops. “That man is wanted for questioning. Hand him over to me or there's going to be hell to pay, Scarasse.”
“Spence, I've been looking for you so long.”
“Josephine,” I say. “Your name is Josephine. I remember.”
“Yes,” she says, with a fragile smile. 
“Enough,” says the wiry woman at Josephine's side. “Hand him over.”
Rita has stopped trying to lug the dead man onto the sidewalk and she's standing next to me now. The behemoth has his hand on his weapon, his muscles coiled. He lets go of me and I fall over again, nearly passing out, but fighting it. I look at Josephine again and I feel like I can look at her forever. She's crying and I wonder what's happened to make her so sad.
“Oh, Jesus, enough,” says Rita, pulling something out of a handbag. There's a flash in the sun, a reflection of something large and shiny. And when I realize what Rita is holding, it's already too late, because she's already squeezing the trigger. No hesitation. 
I see the blood running out of Josephine's chest, but before I can register what’s happened, the air is filled with a deafening barrage of shots. The old white woman is firing a Tommy gun towards us, most of the bullets hitting Rita. The behemoth is hit but fires back at the old woman, hitting her in the arm. She howls in pain, but keeps shooting. 
Josephine falls and I hear myself screaming. I feel the tears on my face. I see her collapse, crumpling to the ground quickly, not making a sound. Then all I can see are her bare feet, sticking out of the alley, blood trickling out between her toes and flowing between the cobblestones. Someone is pulling me, shoving me, putting me into the car, and Rita is crying for real now.
“Don't leave me,” Rita says. I don't realize until much later that she is talking to me. 
I know two more things now: Josephine is my wife. And Rita just killed her.
Scarasse is in the driver's seat as I collapse into the back.
“It's just business,” he says, but he sounds scared. His hands are shaking so hard it takes three tries to get the key into the ignition. “It was an accident. I didn't know she was going to do that. I did not know.” He looks over at Josephine's feet. “It's for the best, but he's not going to like this.”
“Who?”
Scarasse shakes his head, shifting the car into drive. “The boss.” He glances at me through the rearview mirror. 
“Who's your boss?” I hear myself say, my voice a million miles away.
He doesn't answer.
Another rider is in the passenger seat now, top hat in his lap. I see his horned head turn, looking at Scarasse and laughing. The horned man turns to look at me, eyes glowing red. 
Then I'm falling, and the sensation is so real and familiar that it's better than losing consciousness in a car. I'm falling away from the world, away from the smell of blood, from horned men in top hats. I'm falling and I remember the word that puzzled me before. 
“Untethered,” I whisper to myself, finally getting it, finally understanding. Untethered from time and space. I fall into blackness, into a void, into nothing, and it feels better than anything. Better than Scarasse's threats, better than the clock shop. 
Better than watching my wife die in an alley. 
The tears float off into space without a sound.
 
 



CHAPTER TWO
 
Time passes, but doesn't. I'm floating for seconds and for an eternity. My tears dry and the nothing in which I'm floating starts to close in. I can't breathe or speak or scream. Images flash through my head so fast I can't latch onto them, except the one that is repeated. Over and over, I see a child, a girl with cinnamon skin and dark ringlets surrounding a cherubic face. Her eyes are startlingly green, like light shining through emeralds, and seeing her face takes everything out of me. Every emotion, any breath left in my lungs, any life remaining in my weakened body. Everything. 
Shapes emerge in the void. suggestions of color and forms. I feel breath against my ear and a woman's voice whispers to me.
“Don't you remember?”
I can't see her, can't turn to look. The colors are growing in intensity. It's like a sunset, only vastly brighter and more beautiful. Out of the blackness comes a shock of magenta, followed by swirls of violet and turquoise and behind it all, a white light so bright that I fear it will burn my eyes. But I don't stop looking, I can't look away, because the beauty is so immense, so all-encompassing, so complete. 
There are more voices now. There's a second, then a third, then a hundred different voices, and they're all whispering to me. I can't make them out, can't understand what they're trying to tell me, what they're asking me to do. I want to cover my ears, but my arms won't move. 
With a slight lurch, I feel my feet standing on the solid roof of a tall building. The voices slowly ebb away and I'm looking out over a sea of water, green and brown, rising up over an infinity of rooftops. The water is rushing in, the colors of the void rising above it all like fireworks frozen in time. 
Then she's standing in front of me. A woman with braids in her hair. She seems so familiar. She's walking toward me and I can see that her feet aren't touching the rooftop. She's floating just above the real world, the colors of the nebula surrounding the top of her head like a halo. There's a white sash tied around her eyes, and she's carrying a small bundle. A person. A child. Small and limp.
“Don't you remember?” she says.
I'm staring at the body in her arms, and I almost do remember, I can almost grasp it, but then it's gone, and so is the child. 
“Remember what?” I say. “I can't remember anything.”
“That's not true,” she says, her arms now at her sides. “You remember her.”
“Who?” 
The woman turns her face to the sky, which is bleeding color, the stars shining through like diamonds. She raises her arms to her sides, her feet together, like Christ on the cross. She lowers her face, looks toward me again, and smiles. Tears are falling down her face, but they're the color of the sky, varicolored and beautiful. She has sky on her face and it seeps through the sash covering her eyes. 
“Josephine,” she whispers, and I feel it as if she’s saying the word directly into my ear.
Then the world opens up. A crack in the veneer. The water separates and I can see the city again. A street. An alley, now empty, which before was covered in Josephine's blood. 
“She was everything,” I say, and I know it's the truth.
“She can be again,” says the woman. She's not smiling anymore, and she looks so familiar that my chest aches. “All of this has happened before.”
It hurts, like a broken heart. And then I'm falling again, and the falling feels familiar, just as the image of the child felt familiar, just as the woman's face was familiar, just as the city was familiar. I can't grasp it. It slips by me like water through a sieve. The familiarity is all I have. 
The colors have disappeared, and the woman is gone. The water vanishes as I fall into the crack that divides it. I don't scream, I don't cry. A figure is waiting below, and I can smell the sweetness of her before I'm even on the ground. I know her, I've felt her in my arms. And I can't believe she's real.
“Josephine,” I breathe, and then I hit the ground.
 
 



CHAPTER THREE
 
I land with a crack and smell something burning, like a candle going out. Gasping for breath, I blink away the tears of pain as she walks toward me, her shoes clicking on the pavement. Her arms are crossed and she watches me struggling with a small smile of satisfaction. She's wearing a pillbox hat, her hair done in waves that curl around her tawny shoulders. It's night, but the moon is out, bathing her beautiful face in a glow. 
“About time,” she says, a coldness in her voice.
“What?” 
“I knew you'd show up eventually. I have something to say to you.”
“You're alive,” I rasp. “Oh my God, Josephine. You're—”
“Save it,” she says, and takes my hand in her gloved one, pulls me to my feet. I reel a bit, but finally manage to stand on my own. What little was left of my gown and robe has burned off of my body, ash falling away, floating to the ground. Josephine is studying me, seeming to make a decision. She nods.
“What do you want to say to me?” I gasp, holding onto the side of the building for support. Josephine narrows her eyes, drops her arms to her sides. She's angry, I can see that now, and I strain to understand why. She's alive, is all I keep thinking, and the thought fills me with a warmth that makes me dizzy. Josephine steps toward me and my already-stunted breath comes even harder, my heart beats fast in my chest.
When the punch comes, it's a surprise. I taste blood and Josephine shakes her hand like a hero in an old movie, blowing on her knuckles. There's blood on her glove. My blood.
“Did you hear me that time?” she says, as I fall back, hitting the ground hard.
“I heard you,” I say, and I can taste the blood in my teeth as I smile, even the pain seeming like an answered prayer.
“Why the hell are you laughing?” she says, her anger growing. I can't help it. I'm smiling up at the moon.
“I'm so happy to see you,” I say.
“Well, the feeling is not mutual,” she says through gritted teeth. But she helps me up again and puts my arm around her shoulders. “Let's get you inside and find you some clothes before someone sees you.”
“Jo?” I say.
“What?”
“I've lost my mind.”
“That much is clear.” 
 
I wake up to sunlight streaming through a grimy window, warming my face. I run a hand over my cheek and feel the springy softness of a beard. I smell like something that's been a dead a while, but the crisp white sheets and handmade quilt on the bed are clean. I sit up, head swimming, and my cheek is tender where Jo hit me. My head is throbbing so hard that even my hair hurts. I'm naked, so I wrap the sheet around myself and try to stand up. As I fall back onto the bed, I see Jo standing in the doorway, watching in amusement.
“Don't feel so good, do you?” she says. She's holding a steaming cup, which she carries in and sets on the night stand.
“No,” I say. “Feels like I got run over by a truck.”
“That's traveling for you,” she says, purposefully not looking at me. I catch her hand and her eyes widen in surprise. She looks at me and pulls her hand away.
“What's going on?” I say. “Please, Jo. I honestly don't know what's happening.”
She takes a step back and there's hurt in her eyes. And anger.
“I've done something to you,” I say.
“You've got to be kidding,” she says. She stares at me for a long time, like she's trying to decide what to do with me.
“I know we're married,” I say. “I know that I keep turning up in the wrong places. The wrong times. And I think I'm hallucinating because I'm pretty sure I saw the devil kill a man in 1945. And...I saw other things, too.” I take the coffee she set down and take a long drink, letting it burn its way down my throat. “Everything else, though, it's there, but I can't seem to latch onto it. It keeps slipping away.”
Jo sits down on a rickety wooden chair near the bed. It creaks under her small frame. She's looking at me strangely now. The anger has lessened, but there's something that's replacing it. She wipes a tear away with the back of her hand.
“Spencer,” she says. She opens her mouth to say more, but closes it again. She looks at her hands and gives a bitter laugh before she looks at me again. “Where the hell have you been for the last five years?”
“Five years?”
“Yeah, it's been five damn years since you walked away,” she says. The anger is back. “You left me to pick up the pieces. Just left me. I thought I couldn't break any more after she was gone.” She shakes her head and her eyes are far away “I thought I couldn't break a second time. But when you left like that, I broke all over again.”
“After who was gone?” I say, and immediately knew that it was the wrong question. As if I shouldn't ask. I want to take it back because I suddenly realize I don't want to know the answer.
“Jesus,” she says, her voice low. “Spencer.” 
She walks away, and I think she's going to leave, but she comes back with a plate of food. Eggs and toast. She puts the plate down noisily on the night stand. I drink my coffee and watch her pace back and forth across the room. She looks at me, annoyed.
“So are you going to tell me?” she says. She's watching me while a storm rages in her head. Different emotions skim the surface of her face: anger, resentment, grief, pain, and maybe even love. I drink my coffee and think about what I saw. Or thought I saw. In 1945, Josephine is killed in front of me. In 1945, she can't be angry or sad or sentimental. In 1945, I'm going to lose her. 
“What year is it?” I say.
“Dammit, Spence, what the hell is going on?”
“That's what I've been asking you.”
“It's 1927.” She stalks out of the room. I hear her heels going down the hall, pausing, coming back again. She tosses a newspaper toward me. The New Orleans Tribune. She cocks an eyebrow. “In case you don't believe me.”
“I believe you, Josie.”
“Don't call me that,” she says. “Only my husband calls me Josie.”
“I am your husband.”
She crosses the room quickly and I know she wants to slap me, but she grasps her hands together as if holding herself back. She's taken her gloves off, displaying short, clean fingernails. She crouches down to look up at me. Her eyes are pleading.
“Tell me you're lying, Spencer. Tell me you left me for someone else. To crawl into a bottle. To get away from me. Tell me anything. Please. Just let me hate you for leaving. Allow me to hate you and let you go because you're horrible. Don't pull me back just to break me again.”
I think about Scarasse. I think about Rita, pulling a gun from her purse. I think about Jo, clothes shredded to nothing, looking at me with soft eyes and regret and sadness.
“Yeah,” I say, putting the cup down. I watch her face and I feel like my heart's going to burst. I feel cold and shattered at the thought, but then I remember the woman from the void. She suggested that I could save Jo, that I could make things right.
I could protect her. I could keep her from being in that alley in 1945. I could let her hate me and then she wouldn't try to save me. But I was going to have to lie.
“I was drunk,” I say. “Going from woman to woman. That's all. It was all too much.”
She stands and walks to the window, looks out.
“What was too much?”
I stand and look around for something, anything to wear. If I leave now, maybe she won't come looking for me. This version of Jo doesn't know this version of me yet. I feel sure that I'm right. I have to do this.
“You know,” I say. “Married life. Monogamy. It was too much.”
“What about her?” she says, without turning around.
“Yes, there was a woman,” I say. “I'm no good, Josie. I'll just be on my way.”
“You don't remember,” she says. I can see the tension in her shoulders, the familiar way she's hugging her own arms. “You were telling the truth. You don't remember any of it.”
“No, I do remember, and I don't care. I'm a monster.”
I open a door and it's a closet. There are men's and women's clothes of varying sizes. I find a pair of slacks that look like they'll fit. A button-down shirt. Underclothes on the top shelf. I start pulling them on.
“Her name was Mercy,” Jo says.
I stop dead. Frozen. 
“What did you say?” My voice is weak, without force.
“Mercy.” She turns to look at me. I feel my knees turn to jelly when I see she's crying, her eyes red, her face wet and swollen. “Don't you know her name?”
The woman in the void's words echoed in my head: Don't you remember? 
“When I was in the void,” I say. “The place where I was sucked through, I saw a child.”
“The void?” she says. “What void?”
“The place you go,” I say, my voice tremulous, “between time.”
She's wiping her face with a handkerchief, dabbing under her eyes. She looks at me and shakes her head.
“Where's your kit, Spencer?”
“My kit? What's a kit?”
“We use the kit to travel,” she says. She's looking at me like I'm something alien, something beyond her understanding. “It has everything you need.” She glances at the corner of the room and I see a silver case. The same kind of case that the old white woman rummaged in before she shot Rita.
“I don't have one,” I say. “I must have lost it.”
She closes her eyes and seems to be collecting herself. I want to go to her, put my arms around her. I don't know her, but I do. I know I do. And she knows me. Doesn't she? Again I feel the odd pang of nonexistence. I woke in the hospital with a feeling of being a ghost, of not belonging in the world. I push away the thought and sit back down on the bed.
“You don't understand,” she says. She opens her eyes and looks straight at me. She's worried. Scared. “You can't travel without a kit.”
“I did,” I say, frowning. “I didn't know. I woke up in a hospital. I didn't have anything.”
“No, Spence, you're not hearing me,” she says. She walks over and sits in the chair again, but leans toward me, and her brown eyes are right in front of me. “You can't travel without a kit. It's impossible.”
I shake my head. My knees are jangling together, my teeth chattering. I'm sweating again, but not from the heat. I look at her and try to say something, but I don't know what to say. I don't know how to be or what I'm feeling. She puts a hand on mine and my knees stop shaking. 
“Here's what's going to happen,” she says, her voice not much louder than a whisper. “In about an hour, someone is going to show up here. They're going to take you and I don't know what they're going to do with you. I don't know where you'll go or if I'll ever see you again. They've never seen anyone like you. No one has ever gone rogue before.”
“Untethered,” I mumble.
“What?”
“Nothing.”
“Spencer,” she says. “This is serious. I want you to go take a shower because you smell like something that crawled up from the sewer right now, and it's hard to blend in when you smell like shit. Then you're going to get dressed as quick as you can, and we're going to go somewhere.”
“Where?”
“Does it matter?”
“No.”
“Will you do as I say?”
“Why don't you stay and I'll go,” I say. “I don't want you to get hurt. You could tell them I had a gun. Say anything, as long as you're safe.”
“No,” she says. “You won't make it without me.”
“What makes you say that?”
She smiles and it's glorious. I swear I hear choirs singing when she smiles. 
“Because I know all the best places,” she says, “and you don't know your ass from a toaster right now.”
“You make a fine argument, but...” I say. 
I decide that I should refuse her. I will say something that makes her want to leave me to the wolves. I should stay and let them take me away. Even if they lock me up, at least she'll be safe. She won't be in that alley in 1945. But just as I'm about to announce my decision, she stands up, hovering over me. She lifts my face and I'm looking into those wide brown eyes. And when she kisses me, I see the flash of stars and colors and frozen fireworks in a dark world. A nebula opens up and I remember what love feels like. It's cold and hot at the same time. It feeds you and consumes you, and makes you feel pleasure so hard that it's almost pain. 
That's when I know it's too late. And before I know it, I'm following her out the door in clean clothes, my face newly shaved.
But I'm holding her hand. 
 
 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
“What is this place, exactly?” I say, looking around. We had wound down a deserted set of stairs, through a mildewed hallway, and through three doors, each with its own bouncer. The bar itself is crude wood, oiled by a thousand arms reaching for their whiskey, and there are no windows. 
“Speakeasy,” she says, sipping brown liquid out of a dirty glass. “Prohibition, remember?”
“Right,” I say, examining my glass. I take a sip and it burns raw down my throat. Jo laughs, then remembers herself and looks down into her lap, her face suddenly veiled with an inscrutable expression. She looks over at me after a long silence.
“Tell me everything you remember,” she says, and her face tells me she's dead serious. I watch her, trying to take in every detail, before picking up my glass again and draining it.
I take a breath and look at her again. Her eyes are unforgivingly piercing. I know she's trying to decide if I'm lying. She wants to believe me, she wants everything to be okay. But it never can be. I don't know what happened or why it destroyed her, or even why I disappeared, but despite her toughness, despite being stronger than should be possible, she's fragile. 
I make a decision. Tell her the truth, no matter how painful. Lying would just hurt her more. And I cannot stand for this woman to hurt for another second because of me. I resist the urge to reach up and touch her hair, to feel her skin under my fingers. I make fists in my lap and take a deep breath.
“I watched you die,” I say. My eyes water even as I say it, the memory still fresh. The smell of blood, the pain in Jo's eyes, her vulnerability. The delicate tenderness as she breathes my name...
I wipe the wetness from my face with the back of my hand, avoiding her hard look.
“I woke up in a hospital,” I begin. I tell her about Rita, the cops, running through the streets in a hospital gown, and then I get to Scarasse.
“Scarasse?” she says, a little breathless. “Scarasse knew who you were?”
“Yeah,” I say. “He kept telling me I'd gone untethered. That people were looking for me. He said he wanted to help.”
“How the hell does he know you're untethered?” she says, her eyes wide, scared. 
“I don't know,” I say. “Is that bad?”
“Scarasse is a problem,” she says, fanning herself in the stuffy room. “He's been showing up throughout time. He's not careful. We don't know how he got his hands on a kit, but he shows up in photographs, on newsreels, mentioned in ledgers and newspaper articles. We don't know what he's doing, but wherever he goes, things go bad. Travelers come up missing, people get killed. This is bad, Spence. How does he know?”
“I've no idea,” I say. “But there's more.”
“Jesus,” she says, gesturing impatiently. “Okay, give it to me. All of it.”
I hesitate, biting the inside of my cheek. Trying to figure out if what I'm going to tell her makes me sound crazy.
“There was this...man. But he wasn't a man. I think I was hallucinating. He was tall and he had these horns on his head. A suit. And when he turned around, he had red eyes. I don't know, Jo. I don't even know if all this happened. For all I know, you could be all in my head. Maybe I'm in an institution somewhere. Maybe I'm in a coma, back at that hospital.”
She was looking overwhelmed, kept pushing her hair back over her shoulders, gripping her empty glass so tight I thought it would break. She was silent, so I continued.
“The guy in the car, this...horned man, I guess. He's in the car with him suddenly and he's doing something, but I can't tell what. And then the guy is dead. Then you showed up with an old white woman with a Tommy gun.” I glance at Jo, but she's not looking at me, she's just staring straight ahead at a dirty mirror behind the bar. 
“Then what?” she says, her voice monotone, colorless.
“Then,” I say, focusing on not letting my voice waver, “Rita pulled a gun out of her purse and shot you in the heart.”
Jo didn't look at me, just kept staring at the mirror. I realized she was watching me in the speckled glass. When she saw me notice, she looked down again. Then she turned to me and smiled.
“I'm sure you were hallucinating. I'm not dead, I'm sitting right here.” But when I look at the glass she's still clutching, her hands are shaking. “Is that all?”
I blink at her, trying to understand her dismissal. “No.”
“Tell me everything.”
“They put me in a car,” I say, my voice weaker now. “The old woman shot Rita and the big fella. And then I got pulled away.” I don't tell her about the horned man laughing at Scarasse. My mention of him seemed upsetting to her.
“What do you mean pulled away?”
“I fell. It felt like falling, and then I was in this void. The one I told you about. Between time. Out of time. I don't know.”
She looks down, thinking. “I've never seen any void. You hadn't either, until now. We traveled together for years. Until we...stopped.”
“Stopped?” I say, curious.
She looks down and realizes the glass is still in her hands, puts it on the bar.
“This void. What happened there?”
“I saw you,” I say. “You're not going to believe me.”
“Try me.”
I steady myself. An enormous man with a large belly that strained his buttoned shirt came out of a back room, flexing his suspenders.
“There were all these colors and flashes of light, like stars very close up.” I close my eyes trying to remember. “And water. Like a lake or a river. But it was rushing up, and I was suddenly on this roof, watching from above. A woman was there, whispering. This has all happened before, she said. And then there was a crack in the water, just like a picture ripped down the middle, and I saw you standing in the alley.” I open my eyes. “And then I fell. And you punched me.” I look at her. I flinch when I see her eyes are watering with tears. I start to put a hand out, to comfort her, but she shrinks away. “What did I say?”
“I need another drink,” she says, and the big man seems to notice us for the first time. He narrows his eyes and comes over to us.
“Respect to you, Jo, but I don't want any more goddamn trouble.” He stares me down. “The last time you were in here, you had one drink and you were on the floor. If your friends hadn't been here, I'd've had to dump you in the alley. I don't want your kind of trouble, McQuarrie.”
“You know me?” I say.
“Of course he knows you,” Jo says, “we come in here all the time.” She quickly corrects herself. “Used to, I mean. Ben, what happened? I'm afraid my husband's had an accident that's made him an even bigger pain in the ass.”
Ben crosses his arms and studies me, irritated. 
“Look, I don't know what I did,” I say, “I don't remember anything. I got hit in the head.”
“With a brick,” says Jo. “They had to hit him real hard. It's solid bone up there.”
“What happened to me? ” I say, ignoring Jo. “Can you tell me about the last time I was in here?”
Jo takes a bill out of her purse and slides it across the bar, smiling politely.
“I don't want your money, Jo,” he says, then turns to glare at me. “McQuarrie, you were in here with that fella who does the Voodoo. He's always bugging everyone selling love potions and shit. Only love potions anyone needs is already here, poured into a glass. It's called whiskey.”
“Vodou?” says Jo. “A Bokor?”
“A bo-what?” says Ben. “I don't know about any Voodoo shit. All I know is he came in with McQuarrie, they had one drink, and then your big strong husband was on the goddamn floor like he'd drunk twenty.”
“What did this Bokor...” Jo begins, then shakes her head. “What did he look like?”
“Big buggy eyes,” he says, making circles with his fingers and holding them up over his own eyes. “A little guy. Short and skinny with gray hair that was all combed out and oily like he plastered it to his skull. Come to think of it, he kind of looked like a skull, with those big crazy eyes.”
“Oh,” says Jo in a small voice.
I'm motionless, remembering the man from the car in 1945. I feel fear lodge behind my eyes. Now it’s my hands that are shaking. Jo is staring at me.
“Can we get one more drink, Ben?” she says, still looking at me. “I'll take care of Spencer, I promise.”
“Yeah, or he won't be here again,” says Ben.  He gives me one last hard look as he turns away. 
I hear him walk away, shoes sticking on the floor. Jo leans toward me and my whole body is shaking.
“Just what in the hell were you doing in here with Papa Laveau?”
I shake my head, unable to get the words out.
“What's wrong?” she says. “Did you remember something?”
I nod, swallow. Ben slams our drinks down and walks away, and I down the whole glass in one gulp. It calms me even as it burns its way down my throat. I look back at Jo. 
“That man, the one he described,” I say.
“What about him?” says Jo. “He's a con man. Sells fake Vodou curses for money, but only to tradesmen and travelers. He's a horrible little man.”
I reach over and down Jo's drink, too, and she doesn't protest, just keeps watching me. Waiting for me to speak. 
“I saw him die,” I say. “He's the man in the car, the one the horned man killed.” She doesn't look away. “I saw him die in 1945.”
She looks at me for a long time. “Like you saw me die,” she says finally.
“Yes.”
She sighs. “We're going to need one more drink.” 
“Why?”
She waves to Ben the bartender, motioning him over before she answers.
“Because we need to see my family.”

 
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
The house we're facing is so narrow it seems surreal, its back stretched out, as though making up for the minuscule width. Its elongated shape spreads back out in the middle of the block like a piece of taffy, pulled to its limit. The yellow paint is peeling, but the porch is scrubbed clean and there are neat rows of flowers planted along the picket fence. Some rough-looking white boys, their faces dirty and their hair sweaty, are coming down the street, their voices raucous and high. As they come to the long, narrow house, they grow quiet, their eyes wide. They barely see us standing there, so intent are they on the house. One of the boys crosses himself.
“So, you're from this time?” I say to Jo. She's watching the boys walk away, their voices once again excited, insulting each other good-naturedly. She turns to me slowly, her eyes seeming to light from within in the setting sun. 
“What we're doing,” she says, her voice low, “isn't exactly conventional. In fact, it's frowned upon. To put it lightly.”
“Oh?” I say, interested. 
“You've been here before,” she says, irritated. “It's not like it's something new. My family, my ancestors, as it were, they can be helpful, but...”
“But?”
She frowns, searching for the words. “They're more eccentric than you would be used to. Not eccentric, exactly, that's not the right word.”
“What are you trying to say?”
She takes a breath. “Jesus, this is like the first time all over again.” She looks toward the house. “I come from a long line of Vodou Mambos.”
“Oh,” I say, watching her. “Wait, what?”
“Priestesses,” she says, avoiding my eyes. “I didn't know myself until 15 years ago. My mother, she raised me away from all this. She met my father and tucked herself away on the East Coast. She didn't even tell me I had family until she was on her deathbed. She never did like the life. Louisiana, Vodou, magic, any of it. She said it was toxic, that it would ruin me. She was a little crazy, in the end. Talking about seeing ghosts and what-not. But who knows? Maybe it did ruin her. I always wondered why she left New Orleans like that. But she would never say. Just said, All we can do is keep our loved ones safe. She would say that over and over.”
“So,” I say, “you visit your ancestors when you travel back in time, and get their advice about things?”
“Pretty much.” She shrugs. “That's an oversimplification, but yes, essentially.”
“Doesn't that, you know, screw things up? Like stepping on a butterfly and waking up to dinosaurs in Times Square?”
She finally looks at me again. I wonder if it hurts her to see me. One second she'll be talking and laughing, the next she seems to remember, and she can't even meet my eyes. And her pain makes my own chest ache every time. I know it's my fault, but it doesn't seem fair. I can't remember what I've done or why it's all gone awry.
“You really don't remember anything,” she says. “We can't screw up the past. I mean, it's against the rules for us to change things. We're supposed to avoid photographers, film crews, don't talk to anyone historically famous except to extrapolate information. Don't kill anyone. But nothing changes. We can't change the world. It is all just going to happen no matter what. Even if we kill Hitler, someone else will just take his place. It doesn't matter. The world just keeps on going, history doesn't change.”
“So, what? We're historians?”
“Yes,” she says. “We record the truth. We take notes and contribute to a more accurate version. Not exactly what I had in mind when I majored in History at Princeton, but what do you do?”
“You went to Princeton?”
She rolls her eyes. “So did you, Spence. That's where we met.”
She doesn't stay to talk any more, but starts through the gate, the hinges squealing as she pushes it open. I follow her, but she seems angry at me again, so I don't ask any more questions. Jo knocks on the door and I can hear people talking loudly inside. There are heavy footsteps running, growing louder  and rattling the potted plants on the porch. The door opens and a girl about twelve years old is standing in front of us, her hair in crazy braids that twist and turn on her head, her skin darker than Jo's, but her eyes just the same: seeming to be lit from within, like a candle shining through a whiskey glass.
The girl's mouth splits into a grin, dimples surfacing on her cheeks. 
“Hello, granddaughter,” the girl says, then giggles into her hand. I can hear voices talking loudly within, the smell of coffee and something sweet being baked wafting out the door. The girl calls behind her, still standing in the doorway.
“Mama! Granddaughter is here!”
There are more footsteps, heavier and slower this time and a large woman appears behind the girl, squeezing her shoulders lightly. The girl smiles wider.
“Hello, Ava,” Jo says.
“Josephine,” she says, surprised. “My you look thin. Eveline! What's wrong with you, girl? Invite your family in.”
The girl giggles again and ducks under her mother's arm, disappearing into the house. Ava sets her eyes on me and her expression goes from warm to ice cold.
“I see you found your husband again,” she says. “Just gone on a little walkabout, did you?”
I try to respond, to defend myself, to say I can't remember. I feel like I should apologize to this woman who I don't know, but she seems to forget about me as soon as she takes her eyes off me. She turns her attention to Jo, smiling. 
“Well, come on in. I suppose you got a good reason for being here. But you'll have to wait a bit. We're just finishing up.”
As we enter the house, I bend forward near Jo's ear. “Is that really your grandmother?”
“Yes.”
“This is really weird.”
“Just keep your mouth shut,” she says. “They don't approve of you. I came around looking for you after you disappeared.”
“Oh.” And there's nothing else to say. I can't remember hurting Jo, but I know I did. It's all I know about us other than the fact that I know I love her. I don't know how I know, but I do. And I keep seeing her just before the bullet blows through her chest, saying my name, tears in her eyes. I can still smell her blood, and every time I think of it, I want to squeeze Jo in a ferocious hug, protect her, tell her I won't let anything happen to her. But I was too weak to push her away. I just couldn't. I couldn't hurt her any more than I had. And even though she knows the consequences, Jo won't let me out of her sight. That has to mean something. Maybe she doesn't hate me quite as much as she wants to.
I shut the door carefully behind me. There's a staircase to the right, but Ava leads us down a long hall that opens up into an oddly-shaped, cozy living room. There's a large radio set up in the corner, tall and commanding. Men are sitting around the room, taking up stuffed chairs and rickety kitchen chairs brought in from another room to seat them all. Some of them are smoking and the room is hanging with a blue fog.
“For Pete's sake, open a window!” Ava says, but she's already opening it for them. “Where's Emile?”
One of the old men cracks a grin, his teeth yellowed, probably from the predecessors to the cigar he is holding. “He baking a cake. You got him trained!” The man's accent is familiar. I recognize it as Haitian, and it's like something I've always known, but misplaced in my head for a time.
“Training has nothing to do with it. The man loves to cook,” Ava says as the old men chuckle. They go back to a lively discussion centered on a particular horse in a race. Ava walks through the room and the smell of sweet things baking grows thicker. A man with a streak of curly gray hair going down his scalp is pulling a pan out of the oven. It's stiflingly hot and I see that the stove is wood fired. He's sweating, but smiling, and when he puts down the cake pan, he mops his brow with a handkerchief. His eyes crinkle when he sees Jo.
“Well! Josie's here!” His accent is the same as the man in the living room. I look at Jo and she's hugging the man.
“Hey, Emile,” she says.
“You okay, girl?” Emile says, his eyes flicking to me. Ava swats him with a dishcloth, but not before I see anger there.
“She's not here to see you,” Ava says. “She wants to see Mama.”
“She's just finishing up,” says Emile. “Everything okay, Josie?”
“Just looking for answers,” says Jo, something sad and tired creeping into her face. “It's okay. I'm okay.”
Emile leans in and says in a loud whisper. “I say a prayer for your little one. We're all so broken, my girl. God bless you.”
Jo's eyes look towards me for a moment, then dart away. I see a crucifix on the wall above a flour-covered board serving as a counter, balanced on a large kitchen table. I look back at Emile and I can see sadness in his eyes. 
“I just need to ask Reenie some questions,” Jo says, apparently not wanting to talk any longer. She touches Ava's arm and the big woman pats Emile on the back before leading us out a squeaking screen door out the other side of the kitchen. 
There's a fenced yard like a hallway, the water-stained wood fence rising up at least six feet, shielding us from the neighbors. I can hear a woman's warbled singing. Ava leads us around to the back of the house, and the grass under our feet turns to packed dirt, as though pounded by countless feet into a smooth, soft surface. The small, round wooden structure offers some welcome shade. It's cool under the roof, and I remember to take a breath. Then Jo leads me in through the doorway and we enter a circular room that is positively crackling with life. This is the hounfor. A holy place, I remember, and I'm almost impressed with myself.
There's a pole in the center, and I remember the name for that, too: poto mitan. Around the poto mitan a group of people move in the shaded circle of pounded dirt. A woman is dancing frenetically, frenzied, at the center of the crowd. Everyone's eyes are on her, singing and dancing their own song around her. Others are wailing and watching the woman in the center gyrate and pull at her clothes and hair. There are noises coming from her mouth that sound like nonsense, though they seem to hold power. One voice rises above the cacophony, coming from an old, frail-looking woman with white hair bounding straight back from her head as if trying to escape. This must be Reenie. Her eyes are closed and she is rocking, singing a song in a different language, the same words over and over, like a chant. Only it's more beautiful than a chant. It's full of magic and knowledge and promise, and clear as a bell. The song, it resonates, and I feel something hard and insistent in my head trying to force its way to the surface. 
Ava points to a corner, gesturing for us to take a seat, then she turns and leaves, back towards the house. We sit, Jo's eyes on the old white-haired woman. I look at the people, mostly women, dancing, and realize they aren't the only ones in the circle. Two others, also dancing, fade in and out of view; a couple, touching each other's hands and arms and belly and legs as though in a mating ritual. They writhe against each other and against the woman in the middle, who cries out at every touch. 
I involuntarily gasp with a sharp intake of breath. But as I watch, the two ghostly figures stop writhing. They stand, extending to full heights, still holding hands. Then they turn and look at me, their eyes flaring like stars. They stare at me, flashing bright eyes in their dark, beautiful faces. They're dressed as if to go to a formal ball, the woman in a long, flowing dress and the man in an old-fashioned suit. After a moment, the dancing woman collapses to the ground, and I realize that Reenie has stopped her singing. 
Then the ghostly woman opens her red-stained mouth, her face passing in and out of view. She looks familiar, like I knew her in another time, another life.
“I see you now,” she says. And then they are both gone. I feel a hand on my arm and I look over to see that Jo is looking at me with a frown on her face. 
“You're shaking again,” she says. 
“Did you see them?” I say.
“Who? It's just a ceremony. A request for fertility, I think. The woman who was dancing, she was being mounted by the loa. It's like a prayer times ten. Only instead of God or a group of gods, it's the loa. They're...like gods, but not quite. Demigods, maybe. Or messengers.”
“No,” I say, shaking my head. The old woman is saying something, it sounds like some sort of blessing, spoken in Haitian, but I'm shaking my head.
“Calm down,” Jo says, “it's okay.”
I feel the need to remember. Something about this, something important. I feel the weight of someone's eyes on me and I see that Reenie is staring at me, her mouth still moving in another language, but her eyes penetrating me. 
“I saw them,” I say. “Just like the horned man before. They're the same, but...”
“But what?”
“He was brighter,” I say, knowing it sounds crazy, knowing I'm going crazy, but I can't lie to Jo. “The horned man with the red eyes, he was more real than they were. He was...he has something wrapped around his skin under his clothes, I think.” I strain to remember, but it's all a blur. “He scares me, but it's not because he wants to hurt me. There's something else. Something about him. I don't understand anything, Josie.”
Jo holds my hand after that, probably just to keep me quiet, but it works. The touch of her skin calms me, makes me feel safe. I feel real again when I'm touching her. I know that when my panic has passed, she's going to release my hand and wipe her palms on her dress as if she touched something distasteful. I hold onto the touch. The touch is real, even if nothing else is. I close my eyes and wait for my heart to stop pounding.
I wait for my eyes to stop seeing things that aren't there.
 
“What you doing here?” the old woman is saying, her voice thickly accented. I open my eyes as Jo stands up to greet her.
“Reenie, we're here to–”
“I wasn't talking to you, girl,” Reenie snaps, before thinking better of it. She looks at Jo with a softness in her eyes. “He is the one who shouldn't be here, Josephine. You're family. He's not welcome no more.”
I stand up from the ground, brushing dirt off my pants. I meet Reenie's eyes and it's like looking at a vulture. Her expression is cold, all warmth evaporating at the sight of me. 
“Reenie,” Jo says quickly, “something happened to Spencer, something bad. He can't remember anything. Do you understand? Anything. It's important that we help him so he can get on with his life.”
Reenie snorts, looking me up and down. She looks back at Jo.
“He doesn't know?”
Jo shakes her head and the old woman snorts again, looking back at me.
“Convenient, is what I think. Something bad happened, you say?” Jo nods and the old woman shakes her head again. “I'll say something bad. You want to know what happened to your husband, Josephine? I'll tell you. You go looking for bad magic, you shouldn't be surprised when you find it.”
“The Bokor,” Jo says. “Someone saw him with Papa Laveau.”
“Hah!” Reenie says, and I can see she's missing a few teeth. “Papa Laveau. I know that little worm from long way back, in Haiti, when I was young. He no Papa Laveau. Just another selfish thief, out for whatever money he can get for himself. Now when he sees me, he run the other way. Everyone knows me, I see everything that goes on. And he every time up to no good.”
“Do you think he could have done something to me?” I say, forgetting I promised to keep my mouth shut. Reenie glares at me again and points a brown, crooked finger at me.
“You mess with the loa, boy, no mistake. You mess with the loa, they going to mess with you. Come on, then. We go into the house and have some tea. We figure this whole matter out. But after that, Josephine, you don't bring him around no more.”
“You don't need to worry about that,” says Jo, and she won't look at me. 
 
 



CHAPTER SIX
 
Everyone jumps when Reenie tells the men in the living room to scat. They're practically tripping over themselves to get away from her, scooting out the front door, cigars and cigarettes still on their lips. Even Ava and Emile make themselves scarce, but not before Ava makes a pot of foul-smelling tea and sets it in front of Reenie with three cups.
“Mugwort to ward off evil, rosemary for remembrance,” she says, then gives a mischievous smile. “That part about rosemary, that's from Shakespeare. I just like the taste of it.”
Jo takes an obligatory sip of the tea, then sets her cup down. “Reenie, I think Spencer is seeing the loa.”
“Loa?” she says, her crepe paper eyes opening wide in surprise. She looks at me again. “Him?”
“This is crazy,” I say. “You think I'm seeing gods walking around? I'm probably just hallucinating. Maybe I hit my head and these gods–”
“Les Invisibles,” Reenie says. “Messengers doing Bondye's bidding.” She crosses herself, and I see that she's wearing a crucifix around her neck, which she raises to her lips and kisses. 
“Bondye?” I say, ignoring the irritation in Jo's face.
“Bondye is God, the only god. The supreme being who guides this world and all others. Bondye is what the world is made of, what we are all made of. Even you, Mr. McQuarrie. Even your friend, Papa Laveau.” She says this last name with sarcasm, as though even saying his name is foolish. “Now. What makes you think he's seeing the loa?”
“He saw something in the hounfor earlier,” Jo says, speaking as though I'm not even there. “He was shaking, it spooked him so badly. He asked me if I could see them. Said they were like the horned man he saw.”
“Horned man?” Reenie says, her aged head whipping around to me. “What horned man?”
I look at Jo, a little hurt that she's telling Reenie everything I confided in her. 
“Hallucinations, like I said,” I say. “I think I got banged up. I can't remember things, important things.”
“What did you see?” Reenie says, leaning forward.
I look at Jo, who’s looking down into her teacup. The blue haze of the tobacco smoke has mostly dissipated and a warm, wet breeze is blowing over my skin, smelling of flowers and decay. I pick up my cup and take a sip, trying not to grimace at the taste.
“I saw something in 1945,” I say. “A tall man with red eyes that no one else could see. He wore a suit with tails and a red lapel and he had horns that came up out of his head, on either side of his top hat. There was something wrapped around his skin under his suit. He wasn't wearing a shirt underneath, but it was like...smoke. And I think he killed a man in front of me. It was 1945, and if Papa Laveau is here in 1929...”
Reenie seems to be holding her breath and she lets it out when I stop talking. She meets Jo's eyes and then looks back at me.
“Carrefour does what he likes,” she says, and there's awe and fear in her voice. “And if you seeing Carrefour, you in some deep kind of trouble.”
“Carrefour?” I shake my head. 
“He's something bad you don't never want to mess with. He commands the loa, the nighttime loa, and they do as he says. He's like the devil, see?” Reenie is talking in hushed tones, and seems to have forgotten that she hates me. “Ain't nothing for you, Spencer McQuarrie. You and those wicked green eyes of yours need to find out why that old devil wants you and try to appease him. Otherwise, he's not never going to leave you be.”
“How do I do that?”
Reenie leans back in her chair and seems to think about it. Then she looks at me with pity in her eyes.
“Pray.”
“Reenie, there must be something you can do to help,” Jo says. “Anything.”
“For you, Josephine,” Reenie says after a moment. “I'll see what I can do. Just because your husband's a coward don't mean the father of your child should suffer. When the devil gets his claws into a soul, it's best to do everything you can. But this man ain't no good for you, baby. He left you all alone once. He'll do it again.”
“I know,” Jo says. 
All I could do was stare at Jo. Father of her child?
“You'll find Laveau on Treme Street,” Reenie says. “He got the herb shop there. Folks tell that he mixes things in with the plants, so you buy half what you pay for. And everyone knows he run dogfights at night in the back.”
“Thank you,” Jo says. 
 
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
Jo is standing next to me outside a small, ramshackle store called Papa Laveau's Voodoo Shoppe. We watch as a group of white flapper girls come out of the door, giggling and looking into a sack. 
“Are you ready to talk now?” I say.
“No,” says Jo. “Not yet. Let's just find Laveau and find out what's going on.” She doesn't look at me. She looks at her hands, the sky, the sign above the shop door, the street. She looks at the flappers, who feel her gaze and glare at her as they walk quickly away. 
“You know why they chose us to travel?” she says.
“No.”
“Because of the color of our skin. They wanted us to document everything that happened on the other side. The other side of segregation, the other side of the riots, the other side of the official history. And you know what I've learned?”
“What?” I say, glad that she's talking to me.
“The only constant is hatred,” she says. “Hatred wears people down and it tires them out and it makes them old and ugly and mean. I've never understood hatred. Not for the color of someone's skin, or for choices they make. If someone does something that hurts me, if someone does something that seems unforgivable,” she takes a breath, as though it were a chore, as though the air itself had become heavy and hard to take in. “Well. I've got to assume that whatever they've done, the hardest thing is to forgive themselves. My forgiveness is unnecessary.” She shrugs. “I forgive damn easy, easier than most. I can forgive ignorance, or name calling, or even doing something for a cause that you know in your heart is bad. Some people don't know better. Some do, but they look the other way, convince themselves what they're doing is right.”
“Jo, I―”
“Let me finish, Spencer. I have to say this.”
I nod. 
“What I want to say is this,” she says. “For some things, for the most hurtful things, it's going to take some time to forgive, Spencer. It's just going to take some time.”
“Time is something we have,” I say. “If you would just tell me–”
“First, let's find Laveau,” she says, and she turns her face away so I won't see her wiping tears from her eyes. But I see anyway, and feel a sharp pang. I clench my fists so I won't touch her, so I won't try to comfort her. She doesn't want that right now. She needs space. 
A bell chimes as we walk in, and the smell of dried plants envelops us. The soft, sweet smell of pipe smoke hangs in the air as we make our way through the tightly-arranged shelves to get to the counter. The man has his back to us, busy arranging large glass jars of dried flowers. His hair is slicked down and shining in the dim light and there's a ring of smoke above his head. He's wearing slacks and a neatly ironed white shirt. When he turns around, I can see a small apron wrapped around his waist, the pipe clenched tight between his teeth.
It's him. The man from Scarasse's car. The man who died.
“Mr. Laveau,” Jo says, smiling sweetly. “You have some explaining to do.”
He looks from me to Jo and back again, then he gives a nervous laugh. His buggy eyes are bulging even more than usual. 
“Well, well,” he says, his voice coarse and grating. “I am very glad to see you in good health, sir. You gave me quite a scare.” He's backing away from us, blinking rapidly, the pulse in his stringy neck jumping hard and fast. I see his eyes dart to the side. He moves to run, going for the back door, but I'm over the counter, sliding across, and I have him by the front of his shirt, shoving him against the shelf, glass jars shattering around us and sending up the fragrant smell of herbs.
“Okay, okay, I give up!” he yells, and his accent is just like Reenie's, though more subtle. I remember what the old woman said about Laveau being a con man even when they were young. I narrow my eyes. Laveau's pipe has gone out, but he's still clenching it in his teeth. Jo is beside me now. I think she's going to tell me to let him go, but she doesn't. She just looks at him with pity. It was the same look she gave me when she realized I'd lost my memories. 
“What did you do to me?” I say, the words raw when they come out. I realize that I'm shaking again, but this time it's not from fear. I'm trying not to hurt him.
“I didn't do nothing to you,” he says, his gravelly voice taking on a nasally whine. “I don't know what happened. It wasn't me. I didn't do it.”
I shove him hard against the shelves and more jars crash down onto the floor.
“Stop that!”
“What happened?” I say, louder than I mean to, almost a scream. Jo is locking the doors, pulling the shades, flipping the sign around to read CLOSED. Laveau lets out a noise somewhere between a wheeze and a cry and I let him go, seeing how hard I'm holding him there, crushing his small chest. I'm twice as big, and as I let him go, he falls to the floor gasping for breath. When he recovers, he looks up at me.
“Don't you remember?”
I stare down at him, panting, trying to catch my breath. I'm angry, I see that now. I'm enraged at this pitiful little man. 
“No,” I say. 
“You broke him,” Jo says. “What did you do to him? I know you were in the speakeasy with him. What happened?”
Laveau screwed up his face like he was about to spit, the pipe dropping from his lips. But instead of spitting, he began to speak, in a low voice.
“This man,” he says, nodding at me, “comes to me. Says he wants my help, has lots of money. Wants me to call a loa. Not just any loa, mind you, but Legba, the keeper of the crossroads, the guardian of the dead. He has the idea that if he offers enough, Legba going to let the soul go.” He glares at me. “Bringing back the dead. That ain't no Legba request. That a Petro request.” He slowly gets back to his feet.
“I say, bring the money, I do it. I say, we'll have a whiskey before we start. I have it ready when you come. I tell you I mix it with sacrificial blood and gunpowder to make you pure before the loa. But all I really put in it was powder to make you sleep. If I give you enough, it makes you a zombi. You get it? I gave you enough. More than enough. We going to carry you back to my place and take all your money.”
“That's it?” says Jo, staring him down.
“That's all I'm going to tell you. You tell that old bitch Reenie I am no man to cross.”
Jo's fist plows into Laveau's cheek and I flinch. Only yesterday, she'd done the same to me. My jaw is still tender. Jo crouches down next to him and he shrinks away from her, holding his cheek. Bloody drool oozes out one side of his mouth. 
“Tell me,” Jo says through gritted teeth. 
“I don't know!” Laveau says, clearly exasperated. He looks at me and shakes his head. “He should have been a corpse. I had the boys lay him out in the hounfor while I do a show for the tourists. The white folks come and they want to see N'awlins Voodoo,” he says, making a rainbow with his hands. “I give the people what they want and take their money. A girl I pay to play the part, she dancing. She dancing like I never see her dance before. I'm thinking, maybe I don't pay this girl enough, because the tourists, they all gasping and can't take their eyes off her. She dancing and she not saying a word. Which is strange. No one else talking, neither. That never happens. It's never quiet in the hounfor, not during one of my shows. And then this girl, she fall to the ground and she got blood coming out her eyes. And still she don't say nothing. I don't know she's dead until later.”
“What happened to my husband?” Jo says.
“I don't know. I been over it in my head, over and over. He was dead, I thought he was dead, and then I look over and he's standing up. And then he starts shaking like he getting hit by lightning, and he begins to dance, like a puppet, like someone pulling the strings from on high. His eyes turn red and I think he's going to fall down like the girl did, but he doesn't. He stops, and stands completely still and he looks right at me and points his finger at my face.”
Laveau shakes his head. 
“I didn't want to mess with no loa,” he says. “I just wanted to run my business.”
“You tried to kill me,” I say.
“Not forever,” he says. “Just long enough.”
“You wanted to turn him into a zombi,” Jo exclaims. “Why?”
“For the money,” he says, as if that should have been obvious. He sighs impatiently. “It wasn't personal,” Laveau says quickly. “I ain't never done nothing to no loa, though. Not until that night.”
“What happened next?” I say.
He blinks at me, his big eyes watchful. “You were talking. Like there was someone there. You say, 'I'll do anything, take me instead.' And then you start crying, big hard tears, like a man ain't never cried before. Sorrow tears. You went stiff, like you really were dead, your eyes rolled up and they weren't red anymore. They were bright like the sun. Like the stars. After that, I don't know. I never see anything like it. You was gone.”
“Gone?” Jo says.
“Like a hole opened up and he fell out of this world,” says Laveau. “Then all the tourist started yelling, running, so scared they would disappear, too.”
“Anything else?” Jo says.
Laveau shrugged. “I buried the girl. I went home. I slept.”
“You slept,” I say. “How can you sleep?”
“I didn't do nothing to you,” he says. “That thing, whatever took you, it didn't come from me. I don't do no real Vodou. It's a show. Whatever it was that messed you up, it was following you all along.”
“Come on, Spencer,” Jo says, turning. “He can't tell us anything else.”
I turn to follow her.
“You know you didn't have to bust up my shop,” he says, calling after me. “I would have told you. It was business.”
Jo and I stopped walking as one. We turned.
“Business?” I say.
“For the money, I told you. That Creole fella, dress like he want to be a white man.”
“Scarasse was here?” I say. “Already?” So Scarasse contacted Laveau before I saw them in 1945. Things were starting to click into place, shifting in my head.
“What did he want?” I say. 
“Wanted you to be a zombi. Wanted you dead, mostly. That's what he said. He's supposed to come back tonight. He's going to be mighty displeased when he finds out it didn't work.”
“Why? What threat could I possibly pose to Scarasse? What does he want?”
“I asked him that,” he says. “And he told me that you had something he wanted real bad.”
“What?” says Jo.
“Dunno,” he says. “But this man, he's no good. And he don't have no child's death to blame for his crazy. He just have want in his eyes. Never ending want.”
I suddenly feel like I'm going to be sick. Cold is spreading from my chest to my belly, running through my veins, down my arms and legs. My mind is going a million miles a minute. Now someone is kicking in the front door and I see a large boot come through the thin wood of the door.
“McQuarrie, I know you're in there,” calls a voice, and I know it's Scarasse. He's here. Again. He found me and I have to get away because now I know he wants me dead. I don't even know why. I feel a rushing in my ears.
I know I'm about to fall again. I know I'm about to leave Josie again and I can't stop it and I can't help her. Scarasse is going to get her and he's going to hurt her. She's going to die over and over again in that alley, and there is nothing on God's green earth that I can do about it.
“Jo,” I call out, “it's happening again. I'm sorry.”
She's in front of me now but I can't focus on her. I feel the world falling away from me as the door bursts apart in a rain of wood splinters and glass. I try to hold onto the world, but it's like smoke from Laveau's pipe, it just slides through my fingers with no substance. I'm about to fall, alone again, without her. And it hurts.
I feel cool fingers on my wrist then and they're like a life raft. An arm curls around my waist and I'm clutching Jo and she's holding onto me so tightly that I'm afraid we're going to break each other in two.
“If you think you're leaving me alone again, McQuarrie,” she says into my ear, “you are goddamn mistaken. I'm not letting you go.”
We fall. Together. 
 
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
“My God, what is this place?” Jo murmurs against my chest. I don't open my eyes, at least for a few seconds. The feeling of her heat against me, her skin under my fingers opens up emotions that I don't quite understand. A blooming warmth in my belly, and the frigid numbness that comes from grief. But I hug Jo to me all the closer, trying to understand.
“You've been here before,” I say, opening my eyes and greeting the explosion of colors in an infinitely dark emptiness. “Haven't you?”
Jo tightens her arms around me and I try to will my heart to slow. I hear the echo of a memory in my head. A voice whispering, It's all I've ever wanted. The words hurt. I can tell that the brilliant colors of the void are closer than they were before. They're larger, more intense. The brightness of them hurts my eyes, but I don't look away.
“I've never seen this before,” says Jo, and her voice is full of awe. 
“Between traveling,” I say. “This is where we go in-between.”
“Spencer,” she says, and her breath is so warm and close I can feel it on my neck. “There's only a second in between traveling. A second of darkness and then we're in another time. I've never been here before. Never.”
“You're wrong,” says a voice. “You've come here over and over, time between time between time. Just because you don't remember doesn't mean it didn't happen. All of this has happened before.”
The woman emerges from the luminous streaks of magenta and gold and cerulean before us, ghostly and serene and glowing like an angel. She's more vibrant this time, at least equal in measure to the nebula surrounding her. But the longer I look at her, the more the nebula seems to pale in comparison. The sash around her eyes is the same, though her hair is no longer in braids. It's curling around her shoulders, just like Jo's.
“What?” Jo says, and I can't look at her. I can't look at her and I don't know why.
“You already know,” the woman says. “Spencer McQuarrie, you don't have to ask her the questions, do you? You already know.”
“I don't want to know,” I say, my voice cracking. “Please just let me forget. I don't want to remember.”
“But you must.” 
“Who is that?” Jo whispers to me, and there is a breathiness to her voice that wasn't there before.
The woman is rising up again, floating upward with her feet together and her arms extended, and then I'm on top of the roof again, surrounded by water. My feet land on solid ground, followed by Jo's. I can hear her let out a deep sob, but I don't look. I don't see Jo anymore. I only see the water. I know it now. I know this moment, and it's not magical or serene or filled with wonder. It is a horror.
“Oh God, no,” I say. “Please.”
“If you want her to forgive you, you have to remember,” says the woman's voice in my ear. But when I look, she's not there. She's gone again. It's only Jo and me on the roof.
“Spencer,” Jo breathes. “Please let me go. Let me float away. I can't see this.”
I hold onto her hand tighter, though. 
“I'm sorry, Josie,” I say, and I feel her hand tighten around mine. “I can't let you go. Not ever. We'll see it together, you and me.”
“What if I can't forgive you?” she says.
“I don't care,” I say. “I'll still love you.”
A heartbeat goes by before she says, “I know.”
 
“We thought the storm had passed,” Jo says, as we stare out at the water. “Katrina had gone on her way. The city was in shambles after the levies broke. And we thought the worst was over. It was before the looters, before anything that came after. But the flooding, we thought it was over. We found a boat and I was going up to check on my family. Their house was in the Marigny, which was safe. Relatively. My aunt and uncle were there along with some cousins and some of the folks from their neighborhood. All new family, family I hadn't even known I had. I told you that, didn't I? That my mother kept them a secret?”
“Yes,” I say, but I remember now. I let her talk as I watch the water. I watch two figures on a roof in the distance, one a tall, lanky man, the other a small child. They're silhouettes from where we're standing, but I know what's about to happen. I know.
“I should have taken you with me,” Jo says. “Should have taken you both. I blamed you when it was over. And then I blamed you more when you left. You were so angry that I thought you were going to hit me, and I wanted you to. I just kept going at you, stoking the fire, trying to get you to strike me. If I felt pain in my body, I thought, maybe the pain inside wouldn't be so bad. Everything we had, everything we were, it was already gone. All we had was each other after the storm. And we were so broken, Spencer. We were both so raw and splintered into pieces that I couldn't stand to look at either of us. I couldn't stand myself and I couldn't stand to look at you. Looking at you reminded me of her. She had your eyes. She looked like me, but she always had your eyes. So green and clear and bright that I always felt like I was looking straight down into the sea.”
“Jo,” I say, but she can't stop. She has to say it all or she's going to implode. Just like she had to tell me that it was going to take time to forgive. She's waited long enough. She's earned the right to tell it her way.
“When you came to find me, after it happened, I already knew,” Jo says. “I knew before you even opened your mouth. You were already damaged beyond repair and I could see it. I could see it in your eyes and face and body. You were like an open wound and I hated you for it.”
“Her name was Mercy,” I say, and I don't hide the tears this time. I let them flow freely. “She had green eyes and chubby cheeks and skin the color of cinnamon, just like yours.”
“Yes,” Jo says, and she doesn't let go of my hand. She's looking at me now, I can feel it. But I can't take my eyes off the silhouettes. The man is pointing out at the water and the child is in his arms. I know she's laughing even though we can't hear them. She's laughing because I'm telling her a story, a funny story so she knows that everything is all right. So she knows she's safe. The dirty water isn't going to hurt her. But all the houses around us are gone. The lower ninth is gone, under the water. The only thing to be seen of our old neighborhood is the top of our house. Mercy used to love to hear the boats, I remember. She used to laugh whenever she heard the horns. It was our place. Our home. We left our hearts in that house.
I can feel my insides being wrenched out through my chest and I can't breathe.
“It was my fault,” I say. “I turned off the wind-up radio. I turned it off. I didn't want to scare her any more. She was so scared and I just wanted to make her feel safe. I just wanted to make her feel safe.” Big, throbbing sobs are erupting from deep inside of me, deeper than I knew I could go. Jo's arms are around me again. I'm watching the figures in the distance. The sky is so blue it hurts my eyes, and the sun is going down and illuminating the water with orange. A wave is rising in the distance.
“We should have left,” Jo says, her voice vibrating against me as she presses closer. “We should have evacuated when they told us to. We should have gone to Aunt Bobbi's, her house was safer. My mother's house, Reenie's house, Eveline's house. Generations were safe in that house, it had magic protecting it. It didn't matter. This was our home, and we didn't believe in magic. Our only real home. We stopped traveling when we found out we were going to have a baby. We stopped and built a life. We had everything. We had a real family, Spence. We were so lucky.”
“Until we weren't.”
“Until we weren't,” she agrees. “That wave? It only hit our street. Seems unreal doesn't it?” Her voice is high, manic. “Seems unreal,” she says again, softer, before she falls silent.
We watch as the wave rises higher. Little by little, as though it's an innocent thing at first. A wave at the beach. The silhouettes aren't looking. The man is pointing the other way for the little girl to see. Showing her the direction her mother went. Showing her that the water was starting to go down. I want to scream at him to turn around, pay attention, DO SOMETHING. But I know I can't. This is a memory. I want to look away. To close my eyes. But I force myself to watch as the wave comes. The man finally notices and he scrambles with the girl on his shoulders, tries to get inside through the hole he made in the roof with a hatchet. But even if he did, it might not matter. Even if he did, Mercy might still be swept away, her tiny broken body washing away in the dirty water. And maybe I would be swept away, too, and I wouldn't have to live knowing I failed her.
“I killed her,” I say, and I'm not crying any longer. A hollowness is filling me up as I watch the wave wash over the two silhouettes, one large and one oh so small. The man falls and I know he hits his head hard, lodging between a chimney and an antenna, where he will stay, bleeding, until a small group of good Samaritans find him. Only him. They won't find anyone else.
No one ever found Mercy. Her body was never recovered. She was just gone.
I squint as the wave passes, trying to see where she went, where her little body washed away to. Maybe she survived, maybe I can save her. Maybe she was rescued and spent the rest of her life looking for her parents.
But everything happens just as it did in real life. The wave washed over us, and when it was gone, so was she.
My daughter. My heart. Swept away in an instant because I was foolish. Because I wanted to make her laugh. I should have let her be afraid. I should have told her of the horrors surrounding us. And when Jo speaks again, there is something like forgiveness in her voice.
“It's not your fault,” she says. “But what happened after...”
I know she's right. But when your heart is gone, pulled from your arms in an instant, you don't behave like a civilized human. You don't behave like a kind and caring father, or a loving husband.
Sometimes, after your heart is gone, you go a little mad. 
 
 



CHAPTER NINE
 
All I had to do was hold my wife while she cried. 
Jo blamed me. I know she did, even if she didn't say it. Jo's ancestral home was mostly unaffected by the storm. Shingles were missing, windows were broken, the yard and hounfor were flooded. But other than that, aunties and cousins kept hollering “Hallelujah” at random times because great-great grandmother Reenie had bought a skinny piece of land when she came to America and slowly built a house from salvaged wood that withstood Katrina. She had all the help of the community back then. The house was small, for all the people cramped together after the storm. Family, neighbors, friends, people from church. Most of them kept bursting into tears whenever they looked at Jo, so obvious was her sorrow. She'd always worn her emotions on her sleeve. She was a terrible liar because she didn't mince words. And now she was lost in an ocean of grief and I couldn't even touch her. I left the house and found a quiet spot in the hounfor to just sit and soak in the quiet. No bustling, or people I barely knew asking how I was doing. Just quiet.
And I knew it was wrong. 
I knew I should be comforting my wife and letting her comfort me. I knew I shouldn't be pulling away, but it was my fault. Mercy was gone and it was my fault. I spent all day outside that first day, and when I came back, Jo watched me with accusing eyes. I slept on the floor, waking often and watching the darkness outside the window. I was empty.
I didn't really even see any of the other family members. I couldn't have told you who was there at any given time and who had gone to help the neighbors with cleanup and first aid and blessings. Everything was a blur of emotions like a knife slicing me over and over again. I started covering up mirrors with blankets. I remember someone asking me if it was part of the mourning, something my family did for the wake. I lied and said it was. But it wasn't. It was just so I didn't have to look at myself in the mirror. I couldn't stand my own face. 
On the third day, Jo found me outside, my back against the poto mitan. She sat down on a rock across from me.
“We can't keep on like this, Spence,” she said, and there were tears in her voice, though her eyes were all cried out. “We have to talk to each other.”
“No we don't,” I said, and I was almost shocked to hear the coldness of my voice.
“She was part of both of us, Spencer. She was my daughter, too. Don't you care?”
I didn't look at her when I said, “I can't even breathe. This place, these people. I can't sleep, I can't eat, I can't love. I'll never love anything ever again, Josie. I know I'm supposed to love my wife, but whenever I look at you, I see her face. And I can't. I can't see your face any more.”
That was the first time Jo hit me. She hit me when I destroyed her on purpose. When I told her I didn't love her. When I told her that looking at her made me sick. The pain felt good, though. Lying on the ground, covering my throbbing eye with my hand, I was glad for the pain.
“I left you alone for a few hours,” Jo was saying. She was pacing, back and forth in front of me, like a tiger, her rage blazing in her beautiful brown eyes. She was rubbing her knuckles where she'd struck me, and she was watching me like she wanted to hit me again. Again and again and again. I would have let her.
“A few hours, and she was dead,” Jo said. “How could you let that happen, Spencer? How? She was perfect. She was us, the best parts of us.”
“You think I don't know it was my fault?” I snapped. “You think I don't lie awake, praying it was all a terrible nightmare? You think it's just you that's dead inside?”
“I'm not dead inside,” she said, and she froze in front of me, and I saw she was telling the truth. She was so alive, it hurt to look at her. She was alive, throbbing with pain, and I was dragging her down. Dragging her into my Hell when she was trying to keep her head from submerging. 
“I'm going to get her back,” I said, and it was like a revelation. I looked at Jo, and she narrowed her eyes. “I'm going to get her back, Josie. And then everything will go back to how it used to be.”
“Are you insane? Mercy is dead, Spencer. You can't bring back the dead.”
“We used to travel in time,” I said. “That was our goddamn job, Jo. We were time travelers. I can go back. I can fix this.”
She shook her head sadly at me. “You can't change the past, Spencer. That's the only thing we learned in all of our experiences. You can't change the past. It just goes on and on like it always has. Nothing can change it. Mercy is always going to die, no matter what you do. She's always going to die, and you can't change it. And it's not going to make you love me again.”
“I...” I started, then stopped. I hated myself, I hated the world. I couldn't love anyone. Not even Jo. 
“You do whatever the hell you want,” she said. “But if you leave me here, you can't ever change that. Just like you can't change anything else. If you leave me here, Spencer, three days after our daughter died, I will never forgive you. You can't come back from that. You can't abandon the only person in the world who loves you more than this. More than how much we're hurting right now.”
“I can bring her back,” I said. I was feeling feverish, obsessive, and I kept saying it, over and over. “I can bring her back.”
When I looked up, Jo was gone. 
 
 



CHAPTER TEN
 
The memory passes in an instant. I look at Jo, still holding my hand, after everything. If she lets go, I'm afraid she'll tumble into the nebula, which is looming closer still. I can hear the whispers again, but Jo is just looking at me, and I wonder if she can hear them or if it's all in my head. I look out over the water again, even though I don't want to. Even though it hurts. I have to face the past.
The water has gone back down, calm and glassy, reflecting the colors of the sunset. I can see the silhouette of my body, lying at an odd angle on the roof. My eyes are drawn by a movement on the horizon.
An impossibly tall figure is rising out of the water, higher and higher in front of the sun, and I have to shield my eyes to look. A man, I can see from the shape. But a giant. He's so large, stretching impossibly toward the sky.
Jo stirs beside me, but I can't look away from the sight before me. I hear her whisper something under her breath, and it takes me a while to realize it's my name. Then she says something louder and clutches my hand so tight it hurts.
“What the hell is that, Spencer?” she says. “What is that?”
I shake my head because I don't know. But then the figure seems to turn and even in front of a throbbing fat sun sinking into the distance, I can see his eyes flash. Two sharp, winking stars in a dark face. Stars the color of fire. And he's holding something in his arms.
“Loa,” I breathe. “It's the loa.”
“What? No. Stop it,” Jo says, and I can tell from her voice that she can't look away either. “They're not real, Spencer. They're not. They're like angels. Just a story. Just something to get people through the night. They can't be real.”
“You told Reenie I was seeing them.”
“I know, but...” She trails off and is quiet for a time before saying, “I didn't believe it. Not really.”
“Jo, he's holding something,” I say. “What is he holding? What the hell is he holding?” I can see a shape in the giant's arms, something draped over his outstretched hands. Small and frail and broken. It's just a silhouette. I remember the ghostly woman, holding a child in her arms. My child. The loa in the distance is holding the same small shape.
“No,” I say. “No, no, no.”
“What is it?” Jo says. She's frightened. Her hand is slick with sweat.
“No, please, no. Please say this isn't happening. Jo, tell me you don't see him. Tell me I'm crazy.”
The loa is opening his lips now and his mouth is full of stars. 
I sink to my knees and Jo grabs my shoulder with her free hand.
“What is it, Spencer? Please tell me! Don't push me away again.” She's crying and I finally tear my eyes away to look at her. Her face is pleading, weeping. I'm not going to leave her, not this time. Never again.
“Can you see him?” I say, and my voice is begging her to say no.
“Yes, I see him.”
I look back at the loa, and now he's sinking in the distance, the shape in his arms just above the water. 
“Do you see what he's holding?”
“It wasn't your fault,” a voice says, and the woman returns, floating in front of the nebula, her hair and the ends of the sash around her eyes floating around her like wings. She's so bright I can barely look at her. “I told you it wasn't your fault.”
I look back at Jo, and she's watching the ghostly woman with tears streaming down her face.
“What's happening?” Jo says. Almost a whisper. As if she already knows.
“The loa,” I say. “He's holding her. He has our daughter.”
“She's alive?” says Jo.
“No,” says the woman. “She's not alive.” There is so much sadness in her voice that I'm almost thankful to her. For sharing our pain, for showing compassion as she tells Jo the truth.
“Tell me this,” I say to the woman. “What caused that wave? It was so sudden. So sudden that there was no time to do anything, no time to save ourselves. It was almost...”
“Supernatural,” finishes Jo.
The woman is silent for a long moment and I want to scream at her to answer.
“Was it natural?” I say. And for a moment I don't think she's going to respond. I think she's going to just disappear again like she always does. But she seems to straighten and inclines her head toward me, as if she can see me through her sash.
“It wasn't natural,” she says, and every ounce of will goes out of my body. I go completely weak as she finishes. “The loa caused the wave.”
“The loa?” Jo says. “Why? Why would they do that?”
And when the woman answers, it's with such complete honesty that it feels like an arrow through the chest. She opens her mouth and seems to take a breath before she speaks.
“To kill Mercy McQuarrie.”
And then a crack opens in the memory of water and loa and pain, a crack that splits the loa's head in two as his blazing star-eyes hover just over the horizon, sinking, sinking, like a monster from a movie.
Jo and I fall, down toward the familiar alley, down toward the world. Falling away from the ghostly woman and the truth and the nebula that is spiraling ever closer to us. We fall in silence. We fall and we don't wonder when we're going, what year it will be when we get there. We fall like two angels falling from Heaven, cast out of paradise. We fall and finally know the truth.
 
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
I hear someone saying my name and I struggle to wake. I'm dreaming of war in a place that's old and thick with humidity. A white man is screaming in French right before a blade pierces him clean through. As he falls, bewildered, I can see the horned man standing behind him, holding a sword over the dead man, his eyes the same color as the blood that drips from the blade.
“Spencer,” the voice says again, and I recognize it.
“Josie,” I say, my mouth slow, thick with sleep. I try to open my eyes, clearing away the smell of blood and gunpowder of my dream. There's a warmth on my forehead. Wet. I reach up to touch it and find a soft hand, pressing a wet cloth to my skin. I finally succeed in opening my eyes.
I'm in the little bedroom above the clock shop. I'm lying in the bed, the sheets moist from sweat. Jo is sitting beside me, looking worried. I smile at her. The sun is starting to rise outside the thin curtains and the light behind makes her look like she's glowing. But as my eyes acclimate to the light, I see the sadness in her eyes, the worry etched around her mouth. Then it all comes back, what happened in the void, what we saw.
Mercy.
“Oh my God, Jo, I'm so sorry,” I say, my voice husky with sleep. My head hurts.
“I was worried about you,” Jo says, taking the cloth away from my head. “You were bleeding. I barely got you up here.”
“Bleeding?” I say, not comprehending.
“You hit your head.”
I reach up to feel my scalp and wince when I touch a goose-egg the size of an actual goose egg.
“Jesus,” I say, “how long was I out?”
“I cleaned you up,” she says, looking toward the window. She seems to realize she's still holding the washcloth and sets it aside on the bedside table, then folds and unfolds her hands a few times, as if unsure what to do.
“Jo...”
“I blamed you,” she says suddenly. She turns her body toward me and really, honestly looks into my eyes for the first time. “All this time, I tried not to, but I did. I blamed you. And now...”
“You can still blame me,” I say. 
Jo lifts her bare feet onto the bed and lies down beside me. We're looking at each other face to face and she's the most beautiful creature I've ever seen. And I remember that she always has been.
“Do you remember now?” she says. “All of it?”
Oh yes. I remember all of it. “I remember that day. I remember our daughter.” I reach out and take Jo's hand in my own and she lets me. “We had a good life, didn't we? A happy life?”
“Yes,” she says and she almost smiles. 
“I'm sorry I left you, Jo. You can't imagine how sorry I am.”
“You know, I went a whole week without thinking about her,” Jo says. “Before I found you, I mean. Before I knew you were even still alive. And when I realized I hadn't thought of her in so long, I think I cried harder than I did when she was first gone. Isn't that something?” Her voice is hollow. “Grief gets its claws in you and it doesn't let go. And even when it does, even when you get a moment to breathe, you open up your chest and let it back in. It breaks your heart whether you want it to or not, but mostly? I think we want it to hurt. I think it makes us feel better to hurt. Because when we're not hurting, we're not trying anymore. We're not risking ourselves all over again when our hearts are shattered. But you know what else? We're not living.” She looks down at our hands entwined. “I think I want to live, Spencer.”
“Okay.”
“Was it real? Was it real what I saw in that place, that void?”
“I don't know,” I say, and I don't. I don't know what's real. 
“Why would anyone want her to die?” she says. “If it's true, if the loa really did kill her, Spence...” She balls up her fists and closes her eyes. “I don't care if they're loa. I don't care if they're God Himself. I'm going to kill that bastard who took my Mercy.”
She's holding it in, but I can tell she's about to cry. So am I. I take a breath and close my eyes, put my forehead against Jo's. She puts her arms around me and lays her face against my chest, her sobs so violent that I'm afraid for her. I'm afraid of her pain. And when I join her, there's no shame to it. We lost a child. We lost a child and we can't do a goddamn thing about it. It was five years ago and yesterday. And probably tomorrow, too.
The anger of it all sits inside my chest and I realize it's been there all along. I'm angry I left Jo, that I went crazy and just left. I'm angry that the loa took my daughter and left me alive. But most of all, I'm angry that I'm angry. And that's the most confusing sensation of all. I'm angry that I can't find some shred of peace in a world where I've seen such glorious visions. Because the feeling in my chest, the rage, it isn't small at all. It would encompass an entire universe. A galaxy. 
Then I know something's wrong. I hear the laughter and I know there's someone else in the room. What's worse, I know who it is. 
“So sweet,” says the man with the horns. His eyes burn red, even in the morning sun. “A couple in love, mourning their child. I wonder what would happen if I just jumped into her sweet little body.”
“No,” I say and I spring up, shoving Jo away. She falls onto the floor on the other side as I jump out to stand between the bed and the horned man. “Stay away from her.”
“Spencer,” Jo says, something odd in her voice. She's looking at me, I can feel it. “Spencer, what are you doing?”
The horned man laughs again. What had Reenie called him? 
“She can't see me, the poor thing. You are nothing but a crazy man to her. It would be so easy to―”
“Carrefour,” I say, and it feels like it carries some significance, to put a name to the nightmare. “Your name is Carrefour.”
“He's here?” Jo whispers, and I can hear her trying to push herself away along the floor. 
“That's nice,” Carrefour says, his teeth white and almost sharp. “She believes you.”
“Why can't she see you?” I say. “Why can I see you and no one else?”
Carrefour takes a cigar from an inside jacket pocket. He strikes a match against his fingernail and lights it. The smell is equal parts intoxicating and rank. He fixes me with his glowing eyes.
“Because you and I, Mr. McQuarrie,” he says, emphasizing my name. “We already acquainted. Or don't you remember?”
“They said I was dead,” I say. “They said I came back to life and then I disappeared.”
“You opened up my eyes,” says Carrefour, the smoke from his cigar making halos around his horns. “Not an easy thing to impress me. I am hard to shock.” He opens his jacket and I can now see what I only glimpsed before: Tufts of filmy smoke wrapping themselves around Carrefour's body under his clothes. Ribbons opaque and without substance, like the smoke from his cigar. They move as I watch, writhing around him, clutching at his skin. And as I stand there, transfixed, I can hear them screaming. A small, quiet noise, but screams nonetheless.
“What are they?” I breathe.
“The lesser loa,” he says, buttoning his jacket again. He smooths his tails for emphasis. “The dark loa. My brethren. I want to help you, brother. You and your lady friend.” He leers at Jo, as she stares at me from her crouch against the wall. “We got a past, see, even if you don't remember. I can help you both if you let me.”
“Help us what?” I say.
“Help you find your daughter. Your Mercy. Help you find her and then...” He looks at the end of his cigar and flicks the ash onto the floor.
“Then what?”
He smiles his pointy smile, his eyes flashing.
“Bring her back from the dead,” he says. The loa he wears like clothing go silent for a moment. I hear Jo's fast breathing behind me. I can hear my own heart beating loud and fast in my ears, my own breath suddenly quiet as I hold it steady in my lungs. I don't look away from Carrefour and he doesn't look away from me. He puffs on his cigar, the smoke making queer shapes as it rises, spirals around his head, then halos again, then lightning-shaped before disappearing.
“Well?” he says.
“Did you kill her?” I say.
“That's not a polite way to start a business arrangement,” says Carrefour.
“Is that what this is?”
“Maybe,” he says. “Don't know. Never had one before. You seem not so bad for a human, though.” He chuckles like he's told a joke only he understands.
“Did you kill her?” I say again.
“No,” he says, and his bluster evaporates. “It was my brothers and sisters. I didn't know.”
“Why? Why did they do it?”
“That's what we will find out, if you agree to help me. I'll help you, we'll help each other.”
“How do I know you're telling the truth?”
“You don't, my brother,” says Carrefour. “But in time, you'll know the truth. That is, if you really want to know.”
“I want to know,” I say, and I've never been more honest. “I want to know everything.”
“Then we have an arrangement,” says Carrefour, smiling again.
“No,” I say. “Not until she can see you, too. I want her to know, too.”
“The woman?” says Carrefour, and laughs. “Ah, you don't want her to think you're crazy. See? Humans are selfish.”
“She deserves to know.”
“A woman is always the man's downfall,” says Carrefour. “She will bring an end to you, you know this?”
“Maybe,” I say. “But she's worth it.”
“It's going to hurt, the seeing,” he says. “Are you sure you want her to go through that?”
“She deserves to know,” I say again. I turn and look at Jo. “Do you want to see what I see? It's going to hurt.”
“Will it help us find out who killed Mercy?”
“It might,” I say.
“Yes,” she says without hesitation. “Yes, I want to see. I want to know.”
“She's got a veil,” says Carrefour, moving closer to Jo. “She's got magic of her own, Mr. McQuarrie. You sure about this? She might see more than loa.”
“Are you sure, Jo?” I say.
“I want to find him,” she says. “I don't care how much it hurts.”
Her screams drown out the loa on Carrefour's chest when he touches her. And then I remember the pain. I remember when I woke up with a loa inside of me. 
I remember when I broke.
 
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
When I took the drink from Papa Laveau in the speakeasy in 1929, I knew there was a very good chance that it was drugged. In fact, he told me so himself, with a greasy smile. 
“It is whiskey and the blood of an innocent mixed with rare and sacred powders I recently brought back from Haiti.”
“And I'm drinking it why?” I said, swirling the thick, orange liquid, watching flecks of green sink to the bottom.
“Because you want to bring a soul back to life,” he said. “And if you want something big from me, you need to listen and follow my directions. I call Carrefour for you. But you gotta be open to him. This will help you.”
“How do I know it's not drugged? Or poisoned?”
“It might be,” he said, his eyes bulging even wider than usual as he smiled. “You still gonna drink it. You got a need deep in your heart. Like a fishhook. The barbs ain't never gonna let you go.”
“I didn't ask for Carrefour. I asked for Legba.”
“You questioning me, boy? Drink it. Trust in me. I can bring any of the loa to you. Long as you have my money.”
I pulled the roll of bills from my pocket, watching him. He licked his lips in anticipation, never taking those buggy eyes off the roll of bills.
“You can do this? Really?” I said. 
“Of course,” he said. “I'm a descendant of Marie Laveau, the Voodoo Queen. I am a powerful man. The loa fear me like no other. Scarasse was right to send you to me. I'm the only one can help you.”
“If you're lying,” I said, “I'm likely to do something terrible to you. I'm not myself these days.”
“Ain't no need to worry about that, my friend,” he said, his laughter high and grating. “I'm the real thing. Genuine.” He put a hand to his chest. “Drink the drink and we'll get started, my friend. We will bring your daughter back. Ain't no mistake.”
I let him take the money and swirled the drink one more time.
“The hell with it,” I said, and drained the glass.
There's darkness and then there's darkness. I could hear the beat of a drum through my darkness, even as I felt an oppressive weight on my chest, my heart so sluggish it was barely pumping. I tried to breathe and I feared Laveau had buried me alive. Reenie whispered stories to Jo about such happenings in Haiti, the victims working as mentally incapacitated slaves for the rest of their days. Zombis. 
I willed myself to move, to push away whatever was holding me down, to open the coffin that I had surely been nailed into. I felt an odd tingling sensation all over my body, in every pore, through every nerve and vein. And suddenly I was sitting up. There was a fire and a dozen people, both black and white, were watching a Hispanic girl dancing frenetically around the hounfor. I stood, weaving, my head swimming, and thought I was going to vomit. 
But then I felt a touch colder than ice on the back of my neck. I pulled a flask out of my boot, a concoction of whiskey and gunpowder, what Reenie said Legba liked. I opened it and held it in front of me. A rich laugh filled my ears and I felt the flask being pulled from my hand. But when I looked to see who had taken it, there was no one there. The flask was just gone. 
Then I felt the pain. I felt my mind shatter, every piece reflecting back at me like a mirror. And so many colors flashed behind my eyes that I thought I was blind.
 
Jo's screams bring it all back. I remember. I sought Laveau at the urging of Scarasse. But why? I felt strange when I thought of Scarasse. He was trying to kill me, but I felt like I wanted to trust him. Why would I want to trust a psychopath? 
Scarasse, for whatever his reason, sent me to Laveau, and I asked Laveau to call the loa. But everything I did was because they took Mercy from me. A part of me wants to bring them pain, to see the loa suffer for what they've done. But everything that came after, those were my choices. Not the loa, not Jo, not Mercy. Not even Laveau, though I felt the tiniest bit of satisfaction that he was dead somewhere in time. 
“What did you do to her?” I say. “What did you do to me?”
Jo's eyes were rolled up and she was shaking.
“She'll be fine,” Carrefour says, seeming unaffected. “I just woke her up. I see why you like her, brother, she's a talent. All I did was lift the veil her mama put there.”
“Her mother?” I say, looking at Jo.
“That's some powerful magic,” says Carrefour. “But mine is stronger.”
I lift Jo easily, she's so small. Such a fragile thing when she's asleep, which seems odd. Awake, she's a force. Stronger than me, always has been. Fierce and strong and highly intelligent. But asleep, limp like this in my arms, it makes my chest hurt to look at her. 
“Why did I let you do that?” I say, looking down at her body. “Why would I want her to go through what I did?”
“Relax,” says the horned man. “She won't crack. You were different.”
“Why?”
“You were already cracked. You already had something sitting inside of you. Something big. I seen it all, brother. I even see you once. And inside you, I ain't never seen that before. You're different.”
I lay Jo on the bed and look at him. 
“You've seen me before,” I say. “When?”
“In good time,” says Carrefour.
I shake my head. He's speaking in riddles, irritatingly cryptic.
“You said I opened your eyes. What happened to me, then?” I say. 
Carrefour turns his face to me, almost lazily. He blinks his red eyes and regards me. He reminds me of a snake I saw once, completely white with red eyes. I'd held Mercy and she laughed fearlessly when she saw it. Carrefour looked every bit a snake. Only he had more power than a snake in a glass cage. He had the power to bring Mercy back, so he said. 
“I felt you call me,” he says, letting his tall body sink into a chair. It was odd seeing him doing something so normal. Sitting down in a chair. It seemed alien to him, though, as though the movement was not familiar. “You called me with your soul, brother. And then I was curious.”
“I didn't want to call you,” I say. “I told Laveau I wanted Legba.”
“Legba,” Carrefour says, and his laughter is so sudden and unexpected that I jump. It takes him a long time to stop laughing, but when he does, he shakes his head. “That would be some trick, brother. Some trick, indeed.”
I sigh, feeling I'm getting nowhere.
“So you came,” I say, irritated. “Not Legba.”
“Not Legba,” he says. “I come. You got the offering, just as it should be. Just another human. So I decided. I will help this pitiful man. I will do whatever I can for him. For you. So I start to slip inside you, to hang onto your soul with my teeth and claws and horns. This is what I do, the way of things. This is how the loa come to you.”
“But something else happened, didn't it?” I say. “Something went wrong.”
“Not wrong,” he says, seeming to ponder it, chewing on the end of the cigar. “No, not wrong. Just...new.”
“New,” I say, looking at the loa. Almost a god but not quite, with powers I couldn't even comprehend. And something inside of me was new to him. “What was it?”
“My brother,” says Carrefour, “something was already there.”
I stare at him.
“What do you mean?”
“Already in you, filling you up, chock full to the brim.”
I shake my head, trying to comprehend. “I don't understand. A loa?”
“No,” he says. “I ain't talking about no loa. Something new. Something beautiful. And more powerful than I ever seen. It's still there, I can see it, showing through your skin.”
“What...how?”
Carrefour laughs and pulls out another cigar. “You full of stars, son. Not just stars. Galaxies, nebulae. Everything. Filling up your heart and your bones and your blood.” He nods at Jo, on the bed, as he strikes the match. “And hers, too.”
I look over at Jo and I'm sure he's telling the truth. Because even as I watch, her chest rising and falling in sleep, I can see it. I can see her shining. I hold out my hand and I can see it in me, too. Just like Carrefour said. We're full of stars.
We shine like a nebula.
 
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
 
“The loa, we don't see the same as humans,” says Carrafour, as we watch Jo sleep, a vigil, waiting for her to wake. “We don't live in a straight line. We're every color in and out of the rainbow. We're every time all at once. We are everything. It's important you understand.”
“Why?” I say. “Why is it important?”
“Because,” says Carrefour, smiling his sharp smile again. I try not to flinch. “If you don't know how to see, you'll never find her.”
“Mercy?” I say, watching Jo's face. She's like a statue of a goddess in a museum. The lines on her face make her real, even more beautiful. I now know what caused those lines. I can see tiny strands of gray hair showing through the dark and I want to touch her and hug her to my chest and tell her every reason I had to leave. I built the wall between us and now it is up to me to make her want to tear it down. Even though she says she forgives me, it doesn't mean she can trust me again. It doesn't mean she can let herself love me. 
“Why don't we leave Mercy be?” I say, still watching Jo. “Why don't we just let her rest? Maybe it's better that way.”
“You called me,” says Carrefour. “Don't do no one no good to mess with the loa, brother. Don't you know nothing?” His eyes go darker, filling the room with a blood-colored light. “You want her back. If she don't come back, it could be she got a wandering soul, without rest, without knowing what she wants. Only to know that she don't belong. And if she's restless long enough, your little child will become a small loa. No power. Only desperate, wanting need. Who knows,” he says, opening the front of his jacket again to show me the spirits circling his chest like jellyfish in a tank. “Maybe she'll come to me, then.”
I look away. I can hear the muffled screams, so small and weak that I have to strain to hear when his jacket is closed.
“So what will you do?” I say. “If we find Mercy.”
“Give her rest. Say a prayer to Bondye to keep her safe.”
“That's it?”
“That's if we find her body,” he says. “Her soul? That's another matter.”
“Why? What will you do with her soul?”
“We cross that bridge when we come to it, brother,” says Carrefour slyly. “I told you, we going to find out why my brothers and sisters took her. That's what you want. That's what your lady wants.”
“Why, though?” I say, squinting at him. “Why are you helping me?”
“You don't question the motives of the loa, McQuarrie,” he says. “Especially one such as me. I guard the crossroads, I hold the loa in the palm of my hand. I am of the Petro, the fierce, the angry. I will find out why your daughter was murdered. Do I need a reason?”
I back away, trying to stand between Carrefour and Jo. 
“I'm sorry,” I say. “Of course you don't need a reason.”
“Damn right,” he says, and his eyes no longer fill the room with bloody light, his teeth are no longer gnashing together. He smiles easily. “Now you tell me, brother. Who did you see? You asked me if it was me who killed her. Does that mean you didn't see?”
“I saw,” I say. “But it was from far away. I was in another place. A void. I don't know what it was. There were colors, so many colors.”
“I am not permitted in this place,” Carrefour says and there's something like jealousy in his voice. He sneers out the window. “What did you see?”
“He was loa,” I say.
“How do you know?”
I frown. Somehow it felt wrong to tell him about the ghost girl with the silken sash about her eyes. 
“I just know,” I say. “I think it was male. I only saw a silhouette.”
“A silhouette?” he says, narrowing his eyes. 
“A silhouette that was taller than a skyscraper,” I say. “Rising up out of the water, with glowing eyes.” I have to turn away now. There's a catch in my chest as I remember the dark shape moving forward and plucking the tiny, limp body out of the water as if Mercy had been nothing but a goldfish. I sit down on the bed and Jo makes a tiny grunting sound. I let myself smile a little, remembering the noises she made when she slept. The catch goes deeper at the memory and I'm afraid I'm going to lose it in front of Carrefour. A grown man and all I can do is weep. But even so, there's something else in me that has never left.
Hope.
“You could leave her,” Carrefour says, looking at Jo. “I know what it is you fear. I've seen it, too. I was there. She's doomed to die in that alley, brother.”
“I can't,” I say.
“Because you're selfish.”
“No,” I say quickly. “Because I promised I wouldn't leave.”
“Leave her again, you mean?”
“You know all about us, do you?” I say. “Then you know that if I left her here, if I let her wonder about me, it would destroy her.”
“You overestimate how much she cares for you.”
“You must not know much about love,” I say. “We never forget, even me. I lost everything in my head, but her?” I meet Carrefour's eyes. “I remembered her the second I saw her again. I remembered what it felt like.”
“The love?” he says, his voice mocking.
“No,” I say. “The loss. It's the losing that busts us apart.”
“Humans are so fragile,” says Carrefour. “Would be better to leave you to destroy yourselves. Do you remember how you found your Papa Laveau?”
The subject change was jarring and I blink a few times before I answer.
“Scarasse,” I say. “I was with Jo, and then it was 1927 and I was talking to Reenie. But it was Scarasse who told me where to go.”
“The Mambo, Reenie,” he says with approval in his voice. “One of the few good humans, that one. She wouldn't help you, would she?”
“You know her?”
“I know you all,” he says and there is bitterness dripping from the words. 
“Why did you kill him?” I say.
“You'll have to be more specific.”
“Laveau,” I say. “I saw you kill him in 1945. Why? He was just a charlatan, no threat to you at all.”
“You are asking the wrong questions, little man,” Carrefour says. “Don't you wonder how they found you? Don't you wonder how Laveau was in 1929 and 1945, looking the same both times? Not younger nor older, like no more than a day had passed. The stupid man dabbled and got himself in over his head. You don't mess with the loa. It's bad for your health.” He laughs a hoarse laugh that sends a shiver up my spine. “And that other one, that Scarasse.”
“What about him?” I say, waiting for Carrefour to finish. He looks at the end of his cigar as if contemplating it. After a long moment, he looks out the window.
“He's trouble,” he says.
“He keeps finding me,” I say. “What does he want?”
“He wants you, son. And he won't stop.”
“Why do you care?” I say. “I'm just a human.”
He hesitates, as if tasting his words before he says them. “I promised to help you, I'm going to help you, my brother,” he says, seeming distracted by something outside. He moves closer to the window.
“You could just kill Scarasse, too,” I say, “like you did Laveau.”
“I tried,” he says, sounding far away. “He got his own kind of protection.”
“What could protect a man from a loa?”
Carrefour turns to look at me and his face seems haunted, if only for a moment. 
“Another loa,” he says. He turns back to the window and mutters something heated under his breath. An odd expression crosses his face.
I look at Jo, who is stirring now.
“But who would protect Scarasse?” I say. “He's just a gangster, isn't he?”
Carrefour doesn't answer and I look over to see nothing but a fetid cloud of smoke where he'd been standing. The cigar smolders on the rug and I pick it up, looking out the window. A man stands in the middle of the street, looking up at me. He looks slightly familiar, but I can't place him. He's older, his hair white, his skin a deeper shade of brown than Carrefour. He's holding a rectangular black case and he grins up at me before turning and walking up the street, a bit of a shamble to his step, as though he'd been drinking. It isn't until he disappears around the corner that I notice that the few cars parked below are modern. 1990s models, I'm sure of it. I can't remember yesterday, but I can look at parked cars and know what decade we're in. 
But the man below had been dressed in a ratty old-fashioned suit.
Then I remember where I've seen him before. I'm out the door, down a short hall and tripping my way down a set of stairs. I dash through a dusty store that has likely never seen an actual customer, the fob watches and grandfather clocks gleaming in the little rays of dust-moted sun that make their way through the green bubbled glass of the windows. I'm out on the street and running around the corner, after the man who couldn't possibly be here, the man who I left back in 1945: The old saxophone player who gave me directions. 
But the man I find is a different face from the past.
“Hello, Mr. McQuarrie,” says Scarasse. “I've been looking for you.”
I barely have time to register the pain of a massive fist to my face before I lose consciousness. The behemoth hovers over me as my eyes roll back, making sure I don't get back up.
“I guess he won't disappear this time,” I hear Scarasse say.
“What about the girl?” the behemoth asks. 
“Leave her alone,” he says. “It's the husband we want, no need to bring the dame into it.”
I understand, then, the odd expression that passed over Carrefour's face, right before he disappeared. It was fear. 
And my last, dwindling thought:
I never should have left her. 
 
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
I had to go back. It was the only way. I had to get to Reenie. She was the real deal, I'd seen her do some crazy things. She claimed it was a direct connection to the loa. I didn't know what that meant back then, but there was a crackling in the air about the old woman, a buzz up the spine. If anyone could help get Mercy back, it was Reenie.
I knew where to go. The kit would be locked up in a warehouse in Baton Rouge that was guarded like Fort Knox. Former travelers were often hired on after their traveling days were over. They would be armed, but so would I. Felix, Jo's uncle, kept several guns in the bedroom we stayed in. In my mental state, I didn't even see the wrong in stealing from my own family. My wife's family. All I could think of was Mercy. 
As the water crashed down on us, as I hit my head, as I felt my vision go black, I felt her tiny warm hand slip out of mine. I tried to hold on. I tried so hard. I screamed through the dirty water, I screamed my daughter's name. 
But no one heard. Or so I thought at the time. And when I woke, my head nearly cleaved, soaking wet and covered in watery blood, Mercy was gone. And nothing after that felt real. 
I don't remember the drive. A good two hours on a good day, not including a minefield of military and ruined roads after Katrina. And when I came to, I was parked outside the warehouse fence. The sun was a little higher in the sky than when I took the gun, but I didn't know if it had been an hour or a day or a week. I didn't even stop to think about it. Not even as I walked up through the open gate with no guard. Not as I walked past a man lying bleeding, burns on the side of his face on the pavement. Not even as I stepped over a man who I recognized. He was Brian Cruz, a former traveler from Los Angeles. Jo and I had drinks with him once. His wife's name was Maisie and she loved to laugh. Brian's chest was ripped open and I could see inside.
His heart was gone. 
I stepped over him and tried the door. It opened easily and I stepped inside. The vault was empty except for a wooden crate in the middle, set on a pallet as though it might need to be moved. I walked toward it, feeling as though everything was surreal, everything was underwater, just as the world had been for days. Ever since I lost her. Ever since the moment when her hand slipped out of mine.
The hinges screamed when I opened the crate. There were two kits in their familiar silver cases, just sitting in the crate waiting to be taken. I lifted one out and set it on the pallet. It was as heavy as I remembered. I still remembered the combination. 8-23-5. It was a number I'd randomly programmed in ten years ago and never changed. This was my kit, I recognized it. No one had used it since I turned it in nearly four years earlier. There was a scuff on the handle and a dent on the corner in the shape of Australia. One side of the case had a streak of red paint, rubbed off a car that nearly hit me once. I dialed in the combination and flipped open the latches.
The kit was simply this: one metal case, with soft, padded velvet lining, cradling what looked peculiarly like a gold pocket watch. We were not allowed to remove the watch. We only turned the dials to change the date, situated ourselves in a designated “weak spot,” and then pressed the button at the top. The case could protect papers, celluloid film, or wax phonograph cylinders while traveling. Clothes were another story. No fabric could survive traveling, so it was always awkward when we “arrived.”
The kit opened smoothly, effortlessly. And it was there, just as I knew it would be. I reached in and touched it. Smooth and gold and perfect. If you saw it without knowing what it was, it would appear very plain. No etchings or insignia or engravings. Just an old-fashioned fob watch with a bit of wear and tear. Not even worth stealing.
I pulled the watch from the safety of the case. I only needed to use it once, and it would be far easier to carry without the case that was designed to protect it upon our occasionally violent landings in the weak spots of the world. Our landing had always been the clock shop alley, the shop built after the discovery of the weak spot.
I opened the watch and let the watery light bathe my face. This was the only way. The only way I could think to bring her back.
I could make it right.
I stepped over Brian's body on the way out, my head still underwater, still trapped in the moment her tiny hand slipped out of mine.
“I'll make it right,” I said, walking back through the gate. I tossed the stolen gun onto the seat of the car as I slid in. 
I didn't think of Jo at all. Not at all. Only Mercy.
Only Mercy.
 
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
I gasp as I wake, remembering. I'm soaking wet and shivering and for a horrible moment I think I'm right back on that roof, bleeding, and her small hand is no longer in mine. The weight of memories are like an anvil on my chest. Now that I'm remembering, it feels like drowning.
A giant is standing in front of me, backlit, and for a split second my heart stops and he is the loa sinking below the water again, the limp body of my daughter cradled in his hand. But as sense returns to me, reality comes crashing in. It's not a loa, it's Scarasse's bodyguard, standing in front of me with an empty bucket in one hand. I look around and realize I'm tied to a chair in a shabby room a bare light bulb swinging back and forth, casting garish shadows. 
“Sorry I hit you,” he says, and I think it's the first thing I've heard him say. His voice is quieter than I expected. Almost gentle. “I couldn't have you disappearing again.”
“You should be dead,” I say. “I saw her shoot you.”
He sets the bucket down and slides a chair over, sits on it gingerly.
“Took some time to heal. You're slippery, Mr. McQuarrie.”
“Where's Scarasse? What do you want from me?”
“Ain't Scarasse I'm working for,” he says, and he's watching me as if he's trying to soak in every detail of my face. It makes me feel strange the way he's looking. “He was just a useful means to an end.”
“And that end would be?” I test the ropes holding my hands behind the back of the chair, but they're tight. My ankles are tied to the legs, one on each side. My face hurts when I talk and I can taste blood. 
“Finding you, of course,” he says, without emotion. Like it's a given. “They're looking for you, you know. The travelers. They're saying you kidnapped the woman.”
“Josephine?” I say, forgetting my situation for a moment. “She's my wife.”
“After what you did, they think you're capable of a lot of things. They have no clue just how much trouble you can really cause if you put your mind to it.”
“What I did...?”
“You sold the watch, my friend. To a very bad man. Sold out the world to get your daughter back. Don't you remember?”
“No,” I say, and I'm telling the truth. 
“And all those people. They're saying you killed your friends to get the watch.”
“No,” I say. “I didn't kill anyone. They were already dead.”
“Oh?” he says, still examining me. He's testing me. 
“Why am I here?” I say. “If I gave Scarasse what he wanted, like you said, why is he after me?”
“Already told you,” he says, “I'm not working for Scarasse. See?” He nods to the corner. I squint and I can make out someone slumped, tied to a chair just like me, unconscious. 
“Scarasse?” I say and the giant shrugs, an innocent gesture that seems almost out of place. “Who are you?”
“Scarasse wanted you because you had something he wanted,” he says, standing up. He stretches, then walks to a table where he picks up a teapot in his big hands and pours tea into two dainty cups. He follows up with milk and sugar. “I never did understand what it was he wanted from you, but he had a lot of crazy ideas. And I wasn't exactly a part of his inner circle.”
“What would I have that he wanted?” I say. I'm confused. I try to recall how I got here. I followed the saxophone player. I'm sure I saw him standing in the street just after Carrefour got scared and disappeared. Was he afraid of the saxophone player? Nothing is making sense.
“He already had the watch,” says the giant, picking up the saucers. In his big hands, they look like they're from a dollhouse. “But he said you had something even more important.” He walks over and sets the cups on the chair he'd been sitting in, then moves behind me where I feel him sawing at the rope around my wrists. They drop away in a soft snap of the hemp and I instinctively rub the place where my circulation was cut off. The giant comes around and hands me a teacup.
“What is this?”
“Don't you like tea?” he says, as if he's truly interested.
“Yeah,” I say, taking the proffered cup. “I guess so.” The giant sits down with his own cup and drinks. 
“The Baron doesn't usually see the living,” he says. “But you're a little different, aren't you?”
“The Baron?”
“Baron Samedi,” he says. “You have heard of him?”
“No,” I say. “I don't think so. My mind's not right.”
The giant's face cracks into a grin and suddenly he's someone I might be friends with in another time, another place. He looks like a regular guy. He's laughing so hard that he almost drops his cup. Tea sloshes out and onto the saucer.
“Oh, boy, you really got yourself in over your head, didn't you?”
“Why am I here?” I say, looking over at Scarasse. “What the hell is going on?”
The giant stops laughing and looks at me hard. Sets his cup on the floor. 
“You make a deal with the devil lately, Mr. McQuarrie?”
A long time passes before I answer, but the giant doesn't look away, just keeps staring at me like he can see inside my mind.
“Are you one of them? The loa?” I say, clenching my fists. My teacup and saucer fall to the floor, clattering, the cup breaking into two perfect halves. I look the giant over, looking at the shape of him. But it couldn't have been him, the silhouette I'd seen. The giant is tall but he's wide, too. Rounded rather than straight and narrow. He smiles again and I look away.
“What did he tell you?”
“Who?” I say, purposefully obstinate. I'm angry. Angry at being here, angry at the ropes still cutting off the circulation in my feet, angry to be stuck in the middle of a demigod feud. Perhaps all of this is a hallucination. A coma dream. I don't even know if what I saw in the void was real.
“I want to see my wife,” I say. 
“I bet you do,” he says, getting up from the chair and bending to pick up the pieces of cup. “She's a prize, that one.”
“She's nobody's prize.” 
The giant stands and nods at me.
“What did he tell you?”
“Carrefour?”
“Carrefour, Kalfu, the devil. Whatever you want to call him, it's all the same. He's no good, surely you see that?” He walks over to the table and gently sets the pieces of china down, then turns back to me. I can feel him watching me. I look down at my balled-up fists. I'm squeezing so hard my hands hurt, my fingernails cutting into the skin on my palms. I squeeze harder. I remember what Laveau said to me. You got a need deep in your heart. Like a fishhook. The barbs ain't never gonna let you go. It feels now like actual fishhooks are tearing my insides apart.
“What he told me is irrelevant,” I say quietly. “It's what I already know that scares you, isn't it?” I look at him and he doesn't move. “And it does frighten you, doesn't it?”
“It makes us uncomfortable,” says the giant.
“Uncomfortable,” I repeat, my voice icy. “Do you know who it was? Do you know who killed my daughter? It wasn't Carrefour and it wasn't you, so, who was it? I know you know. I can see it in your face.”
He won't look at me now, and a trickle of sweat runs from his hairline down his cheek. He comes over, slowly this time. His confidence is gone and he looks strange. Scared maybe. Or ashamed. He finally meets my eyes.
“It was inevitable,” he says finally, and his voice cracks. 
I feel like something in my chest has fallen down into my gut. I'm shaking and I clench my fists tighter. The fishhooks dig deeper. The giant isn't done talking, though. He takes a deep breath and lets it out.
“My name is Michel. I serve the Baron.”
“Baron Samedi,” I say. “So why the hell are you so goddamned interested in us? Why can't you just leave us alone? You've already taken our daughter. Do you know what that's done to us? Don't you know that you've already killed us?”
“The Baron, he didn't want to take her,” he says, and I almost want to believe him. He seems so pathetic, sitting there with his head in his hands. I'm so angry I can barely think. There's a buzzing in my head like it's full of wasps.
“She was a child. Barely more than a baby. What the hell is wrong with you?” I start to untie my ankles, but the rope is too tight. I'm seeing the wave behind my eyes. Over and over again, the water. Over and over again, Mercy, limp.
A shocking thought occurs to me and I freeze.
“Is she alive?”
“What?” he says.
“Mercy, my daughter, is she alive?” He stares at me stupidly. “Is my daughter alive?” 
The door opens suddenly, as if by a strong gust of wind. And a figure walks into the room. He's not really a man, he's much more than that. He wears a tall top hat and a long coat that looks like it's an antique in a museum. Even his skin looks dusty, but his eyes blaze orange and yellow and gold, just like the silhouette, as if he's got fire inside him. And when he turns them to me, I stop fussing with the ropes. 
“Spencer McQuarrie,” he says as if the name is alien on his tongue. “That's your name, isn't it?”
“It's you,” I whisper. 
“I'm sorry,” he says, his voice a growly whisper. I see he has something around his hat. A band set with a row of metal that glints under the bare bulb. He steps toward me and I see that they're bullets. 
“You're sorry,” I say. My chest has gone cold. Very cold. I'm not angry any longer. I'm full of hate.
“I brought you here to apologize,” he says. “It had to be done.”
I want to throw up. I want to punch him. I want to punch him until he dies, I want to kill this ethereal man. But all I manage is a single word.
“Why?” I say and I can barely see.
“My brother Carrefour didn't come to you by accident, my friend.”
“I'm not your friend.”
“And I'm not yours,” he says. He makes a gesture and Michel immediately gets up and walks out of the room, closing the door behind him. The Baron strides over and sits down in the chair slowly, as if it were a throne. “But that doesn't mean I can't help you.”
“Help me?” I say, nearly spitting the words.
“I know what you think, Mr. McQuarrie,” he says, crossing his arms. “But I can assure you it isn't that simple. I'm not in the habit of killing.”
“Then she's alive?” I say and I hate the sound of my voice. Full of hope, full of tears. 
He closes his fire eyes for a moment before opening them again.
“No,” he says. 
“You son of a bitch,” I say, lunging for him, dragging the chair with me through the air as I jump, my hands going for his throat. And then everything stops. Time is suspended. I'm in midair over Samedi, my arms outstretched, reaching. The ends of the rope are still, trailing behind the chair. The Baron looks up and gives me a sad smile.
“I would like to have a conversation with you, Mr. McQuarrie. If I let you go, can you refrain from trying to kill me?” He raises an eyebrow. 
I try to move, but I'm frozen there. I have no choice.
“No promises,” I say.
“Fair enough.” He flicks his hand and I'm flipped backward through the air, landing hard on the floor, my rear bouncing roughly on the chair. He flicks his index finger and the ropes on my ankles untie themselves. I make circles with each foot, trying to get the circulation going again.
“So you want to offer an apology.” I don't look at him. “You think it's going to make everything okay.”
“Mr. McQuarrie, I don't care if you're okay,” he says. I finally look at him. “My concerns are with events that are much bigger than you. Much bigger than me, too. What I am going to tell you is going to be very difficult for you to comprehend.”
“More than sitting here talking to a loa?”
“You have seen many sights, Mr. McQuarrie. I know you are very intelligent, though you haven't proven yourself particularly adept lately. I take full credit for that, I cannot expect you to be in charge of your faculties in a time such as this. A time of mourning. And for that I am sorry.”
“You're sorry you murdered my daughter and drove me mad?” I say, and I want to kill him again.
“Your daughter was dying, Mr. McQuarrie.”
I blink at him.
“No, she wasn't. Mercy was healthy. She was never even sick.”
“I know,” he says. “Mr. McQuarrie, have you ever heard of Bondye?”
“Yeah,” I say. “That's your boss, the big god.”
“Yes, very good.”
“What is this, Sunday school? What the hell does God have to do with me? Or with Mercy? Did God tell you to kill my daughter?”
“Oh, don't be silly. Of course not. Bondye has been sleeping for hundreds of years.”
“Okay,” I say. “Well, since I can't kill you, I'd like to go and never look at your smarmy face again. If it's all the same to you.” I stand up and Samedi sighs heavily. 
“What makes you think you can't kill me?” he says. That stops me. I stare at him and he stares right back, the fire of his eyes flickering and casting a jumpy, warm light in front of him. “You got the universe in you. More than that. What do you see, McQuarrie? If you really look, I mean really look, what do you see through those eyes?”
I frown. I don't understand what he means.
“Come on, now, boy,” he says. There's a blur of movement around him, even though he's just sitting there, completely still. His features change, his clothes, his stature. He holds up an object he didn't have before. The saxophone glitters in the light. In front of me sits the musician, the first person I spoke to when I escaped from the hospital, the man I followed. I try to talk, but no sound comes out. He laughs, the same infectious laugh from 1945.
“The loa look how we like,” he says, and he's still smiling, one gold tooth set toward the corner of his mouth the same color as his saxophone. “Black, white, it's all the same. Tall, short, man, woman, we look however we want. We exist on every plane at the same time. And so do you.”
“What does that mean?” I say. 
“You travel through time, my friend. You think you didn't change anything?”
“We're careful,” I say. “There are rules.”
“Oh, sure,” he says, “don't step on the butterflies, is that it?”
“We don't change anything, we don't do anything. We just look. Watch.”
“You travel through and exist in a place you don't belong,” he says. He's not smiling anymore. “You change everything.”
I shake my head. “No, everything is the same. We leave it as we found it.”
“Ain't no campsite, son. This is the universe. You're making worlds, all of you. Making worlds that didn't exist with you in them before. You know how you're doing that?”
“I don't know what you mean.”
“You traveling through Bondye, Spencer McQuarrie. All of you. I don't know how you're doing it, but you all got pieces of God in you now. That daughter of yours? She was full of universes upon universes. Packed to the gunwales with power. And it was killing her. I couldn't let her burn up. Couldn't let that power out into the world, into any world where my brother could get it. I had to take her, hide her, make the world safe. The worlds safe.”
I'm staring at him again, emotions raging inside me. Anger, fear, resentment, grief. Astonishment. I look at my hands and I can see it. I remember the nebula, full of explosions of color inside of it, moving, without form or shape and yet unmistakably beautiful. I can see the colors through my skin now. The Baron is telling the truth.
“What happened?” I say. “What happened to me?”
“You went a little crazy,” he says. “Grief makes us all mad. Even me.”
“But then?” I say. He looks at me for what feels like a long time. He shakes his head.
“You know where any of your friends are?” he says. “The other travelers. You know what happened to them?”
I blink, an image flashing in my mind.
“I saw one in Baton Rouge. I knew him. His name was Cruz.”
“Got his heart ripped out, didn't he?” he says, not unkindly.
“Yes.”
“As did they all.”
“All?” I say.
“The travelers are all dead, son. You and your woman, you're among the only ones left. One other is still missing, but he's probably dead, too. I can’t see him, he’s shielded from me. I suspect Carrefour. He killed them all and then he started on my brothers and sisters. The low ones first. Working his way up. He hasn't come after me because I was once more powerful than him. But now...”
“Why?” I say. 
“Wake up, McQuarrie,” he says. “You all got pieces of God in you. And Kalfu, he's taking them, all those little shards and big chunks. When he uses them, you going to be sorry you ever agreed to travel in time.”
“That doesn't make sense,” I say. “Why would he offer to help us? Why would Carrefour try to help us while he's killing everyone else?” 
“Far as I can figure? Because he thinks you can find that baby's soul better than anyone.”
“Mercy?” I say.
“A soul never loses its power, Mr. McQuarrie.”
“He wants to find Mercy,” I say, my voice so quiet I can barely hear myself. “He needs our help to find her.”
“He has power now,” says Samedi. “But with her, he can make his own worlds, make his own universe. And if he does that, he's going to rip all the other worlds to shreds. The loa and the people will live on the same plane. Past, present, future, in all the versions the humans merge together. Chaos and terror will reign. You know why some of the loa stay hidden? Those no one can see, no one should see, those that stay out of sight on a plane separate from humanity.”
I shake my head. “Why?” 
“Because they're desperate to touch something real,” he says. “And some of them are so evil, one of them touching your soul will corrupt you, make you shrivel up inside. Scorch your insides black. Take everything good in you and turn it wrong. You understand? If Kalfu gets that girl's soul, he's going to make it his. And he's going to pull all the worlds together. One plane. One existence. Every version of you and every other person on this planet in one place. Every version of every evil thing in one place. That, son, is Hell.”
“You said she was dead,” I say. “Gone forever.”
“You can't bring your daughter back,” he says. “And you can't go looking for her. Ain't no plane where she survives. Her story never has a happy ending. If the waves didn't take her, she would have burned up and taken worlds with her.”
“If all this is true,” I say, “if we have bits of God inside of us, then why hasn't Bondye stopped us?”
“Bondye has been sleeping a great while,” he says. “He won't wake, not for a long time. Maybe a millenium. Maybe an eternity. And even if He did, He might just destroy everything He created. He made one world. You made the worlds infinite with your traveling.”
“The nebula in the void,” I say. “It's a sleeping god?”
He nods. “You don't look surprised.”
I shake my head. “I don't know what I feel. I'm numb.” I look at him. “Why don't you just kill us? Me and Jo. Why don't you take us, too?”
“Because maybe you made this mess,” he says. “Maybe it's your fault, and maybe you'll be the end of it all. Wouldn't be so bad to get some rest. I been in this world as long as there have been humans here. But...” He squints at me sideways, like he's trying to sum me up. “Maybe you're the one who can make it right again.”
“So I'm just supposed to trust you,” I say. “You kill my daughter and I'm just supposed to goddamn believe you. I'm just supposed to listen when you say I'm the only one who can save the world?”
“Not you alone,” he says. “You and Josephine, together.”
“And what about you?”
“I'm doing what I always do,” he says. “I care for the dead. You got to care for the living.”
“My wife and I are supposed to save the world,” I say. “And what if we can't?”
“Then this is the end,” he says.
“Josie,” I say, suddenly aware of the danger. “You lured me out and I just left her there, alone. She needs protection.”
“Then you better go protect her, traveling man.”
“Can't you help her?” I say. “Can't you help us?”
“Ain't nothing I can do that's going to help you, McQuarrie. You need to do it. You're the only one who can.”
“Me and my wife,” I say.
“That's right,” he says, smiling. 
“I can never forgive you for what you've done,” I say. “You've broken us. You know that, don't you?”
The smile faded and he turned somber. “You and Josephine traveled through Bondye when your child was in the womb. Can't nothing grow with that much power. Can't nothing survive when at the moment she's growing, you put a piece of God in her.”
“We didn't know,” I breathed. “We didn't know she was pregnant. We quit traveling as soon as we found out.”
“Too late,” says Samedi. 
I feel sick. I double over and try not to throw up. When I stand up again, Samedi is gone, the room quiet. I walk unsteadily over to Scarasse. His eyes have rolled up into his head, a finger of blood dripping from his nose. I feel for his pulse, and find it, strong and steady. Just knocked out, then. I slip my hand into his inside jacket pocket and pull out the pocket watch, and look at it for a moment, weighing it in my hand. Then I drop it into my own pocket.
When I walk outside, it's night, and pouring rain. 
I make my way back to the clock shop, dripping wet and in pain. I climb the stairs, my heart beating in my throat. I walk into the bedroom.
And Josephine is gone.
I fall onto the bed and weep, letting the sobs take me, my body shaking the bed where I last saw my wife. I can still see the indentation of her body on the bedspread. I touch it but the bed is cold. I gasp and clutch at my chest. It feels like stones are dropping onto my sternum, cold and heavy and more burden than I can bear. The stones just keep coming, dropping, dropping, and weighing me down, making it hard to breathe, hard to move with all the weight I'm carrying. I can still smell her, the essence of Jo embedded in the room. 
But she's gone. Mercy is gone, and now Jo is gone, too, and I realize this is how it must have felt for her, losing everyone close to her at the same time. The ache, the cold numbness, the swirling dizziness of confusion, and the impotent, helpless feeling of everything changing in an instant. The world growing dark and dangerous and full of uncertainty. The silent scream always just below the surface, just resting on her lips, waiting, until she can't hold it back any longer. 
“I need a miracle,” I whisper, my mouth tasting like salt. Mercy is gone, really gone. There's no bringing her back. The Baron forced me to face the terrible truth, that we, her own parents, killed her before she was even born. But I could still help Jo. We could still save ourselves, and maybe even the world. “I need a goddamn miracle.” 
I almost let the scream go, I almost can't hold it in any longer. I start to shake. But it's not me, it's the room around me. Everything's shaking, the headboard of the bed hitting the wall so hard that plaster rains down on me. The pocket-watch vibrating and growing hot.
Then the world opens up and I fall. 
 
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
“Why?” I scream into the void. “I can't leave her. Don't make me leave. Please.” I'm behind the ghost woman, who has her back to me, watching over the scene in front of her, the only one that ever plays, repeating over and over, infinitely. The point where my life ended. 
“Goddammit,” I say, anger and grief and frustration in my voice. “Don't make me leave her again.”
The woman is standing motionless, looking out over the water. I can see myself standing on the roof, holding Mercy. I have to close my eyes because it hurts to look. When I open them again, the woman has put her hand to her head, such a human gesture that it's jarring. But now I know it isn't the ghost woman from before. I lift my foot from the roof and set it down again and the empty space feels solid. I take another step, then another, and I'm right behind her now and I can smell her and I remember the taste of her. I touch her shoulder and Jo turns. She's not surprised to see me. She's crying and without thinking I reach up to wipe the tears away. She holds my hand against her face and closes her eyes.
“Jo,” I say, and she looks at me. Something's wrong. 
“He's done something to me, Spence,” she says. “I can see everything. The people...but they're not really people. Not anymore.”
“What people?” I say. “The loa?”
“Not just them,” she says, and she says it like it's a secret, like it's hard for her to say. “I walked out into the street and they were everywhere.”
“Who?” I say. She lets go of my hand, but I don't want to stop touching her. I just want to stay here with her forever. No matter what it is, we can get past it if we can stay here like this. But then Jo turns her head and I see the grief in her expression and drop my hand to my side. She's looking out over the water.
“She was so loved,” she says. “I don't know that a child has ever been loved as much as we loved her. Do you remember? If you remember anything, Spencer, tell me you remember that.”
“I remember,” I say. I want to touch her again and I reach out my hand, but stop just short of her shoulder. I remember how I left her when she hurt the most and a pang of shame runs through me. I pull my hand back. 
“We're standing on the cusp of everything,” she says. “We can change it. We can stop it. We can be a family again.”
I raise my eyes to see the wave rising up and I can't watch again. Not again.
“Jo,” I say, but she doesn't seem to hear me. I do touch her now, I take her hand in mine and she looks down at it like it's the most surprising thing she's ever seen. She looks up at me.
“What's wrong?” she says.
“I want to tell you what you want to hear,” I say.
“Then do it.”
I shake my head. “I won't lie to you.”
“What is it?” she says. “What happened to your face, Spencer?” She reaches up and touches my jaw where Michel the behemoth punched me. It hurts, but I don't flinch away. “What's happening?”
“I understand now,” I say. “Why they had to do it. I don't want to understand, but I do.”
“What are you talking about?” she says, and she pulls her hand out of mine.
“Mercy,” I say. “This place. Us. We did this. All of us.” I look over, toward the starbursts of colors, all blending into each other, colliding, shining with light. Bondye. It didn't seem real.
“You're not making sense,” she says. “We can save her. It's what we are. What we're able to do. Otherwise why would we be pulled through time?” She pulls something gold and circular out of her pocket and holds it up. It's a match for the watch I took from Scarasse, now vibrating in my pocket. “I haven't used this since I found you, Spence. How am I here, in this place? How are we traveling without kits? It has to be because we can save her. Someone is helping us get to her.”
“Jo, do you remember, when we found out you were pregnant?”
“Of course I do,” she says, frowning at the change in subject. But then she smiles at the memory. “We were so happy.”
“Yes,” I say, “and we were both working. It was 1932.”
“Those men saw us together that day,” she says. “And they tried to put me in their car. You saved me, Spence. You saved us. You fought for me and I loved you for it. You got so angry, I'd never seen you like that. I pulled you away so you wouldn't kill that racist son of a bitch.”
“They were trying to hurt you.”
“I had a pistol in my pocket,” she says.
“And no one died. History continued in its course.”
“I bet those good old boys didn't go around grabbing women after that.”
“But do you remember? We decided that if we were going to be a family, we had to travel to the present. We had to get to somewhere more modern. For you, for us, for our family. And then we traveled when you were pregnant.”
“So?”
“So,” I say. I nod to the nebula. “Do you know what this place is? I didn't know.”
She looks at the cloud, as if for the first time. 
“What is it?”
“Bondye,” I say weakly. I shake my head. “It's God, Jo. And every time we travel, we take a piece of it, of Him, with us. That's why Carrefour offered to help us. It's why Mercy died. It's why we keep getting sucked back here.”
“Bondye?” she says and laughs a little. “Have you been talking to my family?”
“No,” I say. “Someone else.”
She's still staring at Bondye and I can see the colors reflected in her eyes. 
“That's not possible,” she says. 
“Mercy, she was full of this...God-stuff. She was burning up, Jo. She was dying.”
“Who told you that?” She's looking at me now, her expression one of horror. This isn't what I wanted. I want to go back to when I was touching her face. 
“Carrefour wants to find her,” I say. “Her soul. So he can use it. But we can never let him find her, do you understand?”
“No.”
“He doesn't want to help us, Jo. He wants to make his own world. He wants to turn our world into a living hell. He wants to use us. He's killed all the travelers. Ripped their hearts out and taken the pieces of Bondye for himself.” I feel a twinge of something deep down. I frown as a face flashes in my mind. A woman's face, covered in blood. Scarasse's laugh. Then nothing. I shake my head. My imagination is running away again.
“We're not dead,” she says. “Why would he use us?”
“To find her,” I say, but I can't keep the tears out of my voice any longer. I shake my head and take a step away from her. “It's my fault. I'm so sorry.”
“It's not your fault.”
“If I hadn't gone crazy, if I'd just stayed with you. If I'd goddamn stayed with you. If I was a good man, this wouldn't be happening. He wants her. He wants our baby's soul, and I don't know how to keep her safe. I don't know what to do about it. He's even killing loa. Loa, Josie. How can I stop him? How can I save her? How can I save us?” She takes a step toward me, but I back away again. “How can I save anyone if I keep leaving you?”
“Spencer,” she says and I want to scream at how much I want her to keep saying my name, to say it over and over again until the end of time.
“Josie, I've failed you.”
“No. You're here now.”
“But for how long? How long before I'm carried away? How long before I have to leave you again?”
“If you don't want to leave,” she says, “then don't.”
“This place,” I say, and I know I'm talking crazy, and it feels insane, too, like I'm about to explode into a million pieces. Like a million electrified fishhooks are going to tear me to bits. “This place keeps pulling me out of the world. Over and over again. And this, for the love of Christ, Jo.” I hold my hand out to the scene of the flooded city in front of us. “How many times do I have to watch myself fail? How many goddamn times do I have to see her die?” I'm sobbing again, twice in a day. But I can't stop it. I'm supposed to be the protector, the strong one, the rock. The man, the husband. But it's Jo who comes over and puts her arms around me. 
“Is there ever going to be a time when we're not broken?” I say.
“Maybe not,” she says, her arms wrapped tight around me. “But we have to try. If we don't try, then we really do fail. We're not going to fail, Spencer.”
“How do you know?”
“Because, if what you're saying is true, if we fail, it's not just us that breaks.”
“The whole world,” I say. “Every world. Worlds upon worlds.”
“We're going to save it.”
She's looking at me and I wipe my face with my shirt.
“I'm sorry,” I say. 
She smiles, and I can see tinges of sadness in her face. But something else. I can see hope. 
“Spencer.”
“I really am sorry,” I say. “I'm so sorry, Jo. For everything.”
She's looking down and her eyebrows are raised.
“I know you won't forgive me, and you shouldn't. But you have to know that I regret everything. Everything.”
“Spence,” she says again.
“What?”
“Look down.”
“Down? Wha--” But she grabs my face and pushes my face downward. I'm looking at our feet. Standing toe to toe. Standing together.
On the water.
I look up at her. Her eyes are wide as she turns her head toward the scene before us. She untangles herself from me and turns, her steps solid atop the water.
“It can't be,” I say. “It's a hallucination.”
“How can it be a hallucination if we can both see it?”
“I don't know, but...”
She takes a step and the water holds her up. 
“Jo, we can't. We can't change anything.”
“What if we can?” she says. There's a fever in her voice, a fever I recognize.
“Samedi said that if we save her, Carrefour will use her. He said that no matter what happens, Mercy always dies. We can only break more, Josie. Please.”
“Samedi? Baron Samedi?” she says. Her eyes are straight ahead. “Do you mean to say that the loa who killed our daughter told you not to save her?”
“Well, when you say it like that...”
“And you believed him.”
“Yes.”
“And these others who are under the water, these souls who are crying, did you listen to them, too?”
“Souls under the water?”
She's looking toward the horizon and I know what she's waiting for. I know what's about to rise up on the edge of the world.
“I told you, Spencer. Carrefour did something to my head. I can see now.”
“Souls?”
“Yes. And much, much more. I can see her. She speaks to me. And she's not alone.”
“You can see Mercy?”
“They're all Mercy.”
“Jo, I—”
“We're full of Bondye, Spencer. Do you know what that means?”
She's scaring me. This whole thing is terrifying me, down to the core. I've never considered myself a coward, but the events over the past few days are filling me with an abject dread. And what scares me most is that Jo doesn't seem the least bit afraid.
“It means,” Jo says, “that we're stronger than they are. And that must horrify them. Don't you think?”
“I suppose, but—”
“We can stop them,” says Jo, and the fever has spread to her eyes. They're too shiny, too manic. “I think that we're supposed to stop them. If we are really full of Bondye, full of God-stuff, we can stop all of this. We can control it.”
She's walking across the water with her arms outstretched, and I can see something flickering at the ends of her fingers. Something bright and purple and blue and pink. It's coming out of her palms, too, I can see now. 
“Josie,” I say, “please don't make me lose you.”
“You said you didn't want to leave,” she says, and she turns to me and smiles. A true smile this time. She takes my hand. “We'll do this together.”
I can feel sparks and something cold radiating from her hand, something inside of me is responding to it. I feel a buzz go up my spine. And the watch in my pocket is shaking so intensely that I'm afraid it's going to wear a hole in my pocket.
“What is this?”
“Power,” she says. “Let's go, Spencer. Let's put an end to the loa playing games with us.”
“Is that what's happening?”
“They're toying with our lives,” she says. “I'm done being pushed around. It's time to show them what we're made of.”
“And what's that?”
“We're living gods, sweetheart.”
“This doesn't seem right,” I say. “This isn't the way.”
“They've left us no choice,” she says. “You can always leave. You can go and forget. Until the end of the world, anyway.”
I shake my head.
“I won't leave you.”
The wave is rising up now, I can feel the cold wind of it, smell the swampy, rotting smell of the water. Jo presses her lips to mine and I feel all my inhibitions fail. I close my eyes and pull her closer to me and she slides her body up against mine. Still holding my hand, she raises her arm and I arch my back as electricity courses through me. Something is coming out of our hands, vibrating its way through our bodies. Not lightning, though. It's not white, but brilliant, multifaceted colors shining out, coloring the very atmosphere. Like a nebula. And as the pain subsides I can hear Jo laughing. 
I blink and I'm looking at a wall. A wall of water. The wave that broke us is stock-still as if we froze time. I look up at the roof and see two silhouettes, still moving, still alive, both of them. The man slips through the hole in the roof, the hole I made, the child at his chest. My chest.
“What have we done?” I say. I look at Jo and her eyes are just as shocked as I feel. My heart is beating in my ears. It's hard to breathe and my whole body is buzzing.
“We fought back,” she says. “And we saved her.”
“Is it real?” I say. “Would we still be standing here if we saved her?”
“I don't know,” she says. “But he sure doesn't look very happy.” 
A silhouette is rising up over the frozen wave. A top hat and a face clouded with rage. Eyes like a flame. 
“Baron Samedi,” I say, and it's like a curse, the way it comes out.
Jo is walking on the water, straight towards the Baron. And I have no choice but to join her. I won't leave her, not ever again.
Not even now.
 
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
I'm certain that Baron Samedi is going to hurt her, hurt us, but as we approach, his shape changes. His edges become blurred, transparent. His face begins to glimmer and shine, like an evening sunset bouncing off still water. Then he is entirely water. He's cloudy and brown like the water on which we're walking, and when he collapses, he splashes into the flood waters as though someone dropped a stone. I look down at the ripples around our feet and then look at Jo.
“Where is he?” she says. “I was ready. I'm still ready. I want to tear him apart. I want to kill him for what he did.”
“I don't think this is real,” I say. I look for the void, the impenetrable blackness, the nebula that lights up the darkness. I look for the ghost woman with the sash over he eyes. But all I can see is the flood, the ruined buildings and houses, the sun lighting up the muddy waters.
“Stop saying that,” she says, and there's pain in her voice. She looks to the right, to the tall house that used to be ours. To the house that was the happiest place I've ever been. To the house that was the end of everything. 
“We can't save her,” I say. I realize I don't want to see her, my daughter. I realize that seeing her will make it too real. I feel like there are fingernails clawing up my backbone at the thought. “Saving her will kill everyone. Carrefour will just take her away from us.”
“I'd like to see him try,” she says, her voice steel cables. Her fists are clenched so tightly that I can see the tendons, taut in her arms. She turns and walks toward the house, watching the water under us. She can see spirits now, everywhere, and I've done this to her. I told Carrefour to make her see. I told her to let him, to see what I see, to believe what I believe. And now she would be haunted forever—haunted by our past, haunted by the death we couldn't see but felt all around us. What did she see when she looked under the water? Were these ghosts screaming, crying? Or were they telling her truths that I would never know, never see for myself?
She's walking on her tiptoes now, like a dancer, as if she could start to spin on the dark water and it would be beautiful. All this death, all this tragedy, but Jo looks like an angel. When she looks to see if I'm still with her, she has tears on her face. She reaches out behind her and I take her hand.
“Let's go get our little girl,” she says. “Let's bring her home.”
“We don't have a home,” I say. “This was our home.”
“Our home is us,” she says, and her eyes are back on the house, back on her goal.
“What if it ends the world?” 
“I can't leave her,” she says. “I can't ever leave her again.” The words echo in my head as I walk with her, hand in hand. It occurs to me, finally, that she blames herself. Jo thinks that if she had stayed with me, Mercy wouldn’t have been swept away. She doesn't blame me, though I've done that enough myself. It's odd, the realization. I watch her carefully and think of what the madness brought when I left. Jo was left in the wake of my self-destruction. And for what? Why were we here? Why was this scene before us? Why would a sleeping god be playing this scene over and over again? 
We walk to the house and Jo breaks a window with her fist and doesn't bleed. There is no smell of rot or mold or dead things. No rotted food smell as I remember it. No smells of despair and regret. 
We come out into our old bedroom on the second floor. Everything is wet, ruined, slimy. The carpet doesn't squish when we step on it, though. And I'm more sure than ever that none of this is real. I squeeze Jo's hand, but she doesn't seem to notice. I have a lump in my throat. This will kill her, I'm sure of it. I'm not even sure I can survive it. It hurts to be in this house, it hurts every cell of my body and I want to double over and scream as loudly as I can. But I clench my teeth instead. Jo won't listen, she can't. She's looking for an answer to which we don't even know the question. This is one of those moments that changes a life, that shatters a dream. It's the pin of the grenade that destroys us. 
And nothing will ever be able to put us back together again. 
“Why are you crying, Spencer?” she says. I touch my face and see she's telling the truth.
“I love you, Josie,” I say, and she pauses, stands perfectly still in front of me.
“I know.”
“I just want to tell you, before.”
“Before what?” she says, and tries to smile, but it falters.
“Before you forget.”
“I'll never forget, Spence,” she says, looking at me quizzically. “I love you, too. I always have.”
I close my eyes and try to stay calm. 
“Spencer?” she whispers, her voice afraid again. “What do you know that I don't?”
“I've told you everything I know,” I say. I open my eyes when I smell the flowery smell of her hair. She's so close we're almost touching. “This is wrong.” 
She reaches up and rubs her fingers along my jaw. “I know this is right, Spence. I feel it.”
“Then why does it feel like the end?”
She shakes her head. “You're imagining things. Let's go.” She takes my hand again and leads me up to the attic. To Mercy's room.
We walk up the stairs and I wish I could freeze time for real. But we reach the top of the landing, a hole in the ceiling, a ladder against the wall, a plaster-dusted hatchet lying on the floor. 
“No,” Jo moans as she sees the room. It's just as I left it, the day that Mercy died. Toys scattered all over the floor, bed unmade, the covers rumpled from my daughter's last sleep. I could still see her plump cheeks in my mind, nestled in the pillow, her sweet cherub lips relaxed in sleep. She was beautiful. And I knew when she woke that she would blink her big green eyes at me, rimmed in long lashes. She would smile when she saw me and run to hug my legs, laughing. She was always laughing. Our little girl. 
I turn away from her little bed, but a flash of light by the window catches my eye. I blink, because I can't tell if I'm really seeing it at first. Jo is on her knees on the floor. She's not crying now, her face is emotionless and blank. I know she feels numb, cold. I know because I've felt the same way.
I walk to the window and reach out my hand. Two figures are rimmed in light, as if someone traced their edges against the sun. They are shaped like Mercy and me, but they have no substance, no mass. They're full of darkness and stars and nothing else. When my fingers brush against them, they go straight through.
“Oh my God,” Jo says. “Oh my God, oh my God.” She covers her mouth. “Spencer?” She's saying my name, but it's more like a plea. I take her hands and pull her to her feet, supporting her. She can't hold herself up and as she falls against me, I catch her and put my arms around her.
“I'm sorry,” I say. “I'm so sorry, Josie. It's not real.”
“But I stopped it,” she breathes. “I stopped it all. I saved her. ” She can't stop talking, staring at the shapes. Her knees give out again, but I'm holding her tight. “I saved her.”
“It's not real, baby,” I croon. “I'm sorry.”
“Spencer? Spencer?”
And as I tear my eyes away from the silhouettes, I see someone else in the room. Someone looking at us, though she can't see, not really. Surely she can't see us through her white sash.
“What do you want?” I say, and Jo turns to look, too. “Who are you? Why are you doing this to us?”
“I'm not doing anything,” says the ghost woman. She looks so familiar, especially this close. Her hair is now curly, circling her head like a crown. Jo stands on her own and slides away from me. She's looking at the ghost woman.
“She knows who I am,” says the woman. And Jo is staring at her, her mouth opening and closing. Staring in shock, her eyes so wide, her mouth in an O. I hear a little sound coming from her, and I can't tell if she's choking or sobbing, but after a moment she takes a deep breath.
I turn to look at the figures again. 
“They're not showing us what happened,” I say. I step toward them, the air colder around their edges. “Are they?”
“No,” the woman says behind me.
“They're not to be saved, either.”
“No,” she says again.
“They’re to show what might have been,” I say. “If the loa left us alone.”
The woman doesn't say anything. The figure of the child is vibrating, shaking, and the man is trying to hold her, making motions like he's calling for help. And then the glowing light around the child breaks. The stars inside her surround us, fill the room, followed by the man. The two figures are gone.
Then the very house around us disappears. The water, the rooftops, the mud, I can feel the very air thinning and then dissipating. The trees, the birds, the people, the earth. We're floating again with Bondye behind us, and nothing in front of us but emptiness. Even the stars are gone.
“Do you see?” says the woman.
“What just happened?” I say. “Where is everything?”
“Gone,” she says, sadness in her voice. “Just gone. That child had Bondye in her. And she could only hold it in so long. The loa, they had no choice.”
I look at Jo, but she's still staring at the woman. 
“Mercy would have done all that?” I say. I'm crying again. Jo is crying, too, but she looks odd. “She would have–” 
“Taken the world with her,” she says. “Through no fault of her own.”
“Because it's my fault,” I say, my voice thick. “It's my fault.”
“No,” she says. “No one's fault. No one knew. Not even Bondye. Not that He would have been able to tell anyone. Not your fault, not her fault, not the people who employed you. An accident. An event that couldn't have been predicted.”
“And you're showing us.”
“Yes.”
“Who are you? How do you know all this?”
“Ask your wife,” she says, gesturing to Jo, who hasn't taken her eyes off the woman. “Ask her who I am.”
“Jo?” I say.
“Y-you,” Jo says. Her lip is quivering, her hands shaking. “It's you, isn't it? I'm not crazy. I-i-it can't be you.”
“Jo, what's going on?”
“Maybe this will help,” says the woman. She reaches up and unties the sash around her eyes. It slides off her face and there is a flash of color. Of magenta that turns to violet that turns to blue. When the light dims, the woman is floating in front of us, her hair curling around her face. And her eyes are green, brilliant green. Just like mine.
I work to catch my breath.
“Mercy?”
She nods, and if I were standing, I would have fallen. 
“The loa saved me,” she says. “Saved all of us. I will never die. I'll always be here, hidden in Bondye. I am a part of God now. The perfect hiding place. So, in a way, I never died. Will never die.”
I shake my head, my thoughts jumbled, my body buzzing. My vision goes dark around the edges and I think I'm going to pass out for a moment. But then I remember to breathe.
“Mercy,” I say again. 
“Mercy,” says Jo. “You're alive.”
“Not exactly,” she says. “I'm dead, and I need to stay dead.” She shakes her head sadly. “No matter what you do, no matter how hard you try, I'm always going to die. Always. You can't save me. And if you do manage to, I'm always going to break apart and take the whole world with me.”
Jo reaches for her, but her hand goes straight through, her fingers crackling with tiny bursts of brightly-colored sparks. She pulls her hand back, looking at Mercy. Our daughter.
“Why are you grown?” I say.
She shrugs. “Time doesn't pass here like it does in the world. And I wanted to meet you as a woman. Not a child you would want to rescue, but a woman, telling you the truth. A woman explaining that you need to stop wasting time.”
“Wasting time?” Jo says. 
“Yes,” she says, iron in her voice. Just like her mother. “Stop looking for me, stop trying to rescue me. I don't need to be rescued. Right now you need each other, both of you. You need to stay together, and you need to be who you are. Not grieving parents, but people. People who are going to save the world.”
“I keep hearing that,” I say, “but no one seems to have any ideas about how we're supposed to do that.”
“I think you know,” she says. “And if you don't, you will.”
“The power,” says Jo. “We're supposed to use it?”
“Carrefour is going to build his own world, whether he finds me or not,” she says. 
“You think he'll find you?” I say.
“Sooner or later, if he keeps going? Yes, he may find me.” She seems calm, serene, and looks so much like Jo it hurts. I feel my eyes mist up again and I wipe at them. She would have been amazing, had she lived. My Mercy. But I was seeing her now, seeing what she would have been, who she could have been. It was a chance that every other grieving parent in history would have killed to have, but it hurt in a different way. She would never get married or learn to drive or have her first kiss. She would never get to do anything normal people did. But she could do this. 
Mercy could help us save ourselves.
“You brought us here to show us,” says Jo, her voice tired, her body limp. The truth has taken everything from her: Her anger, her grief, her need for vengeance, her shame. Everything. 
“To help you,” says Mercy, “and to see you. To make sure you're okay. But you're not okay, are you?”
“No,” I say. “No, we're not.”
“Would you believe me if I told you that, someday, you might be?” she says. She smiles a little, a crooked, half-smile that I recognize as my own and I have to close my eyes.
“I believe you,” says Jo. “But it seems so far away.” Her voice breaks, but she seems to be all out of tears. “Oh, my baby. My Mercy.”
“Mom,” she says, faltering a little as she says it. “Dad. It's time for you to understand. It was unusual of me to bring you here, but I didn't see any other way. I was running out of options. You have to stop looking for ways to save me. I'm not meant to be saved. Promise me. If I didn't die in that flash flood, if Baron Samedi hadn't pulled me away minutes before it happened, the earth would be nothing but dust. He had no choice. None of them did. But now Carrefour knows what I am. He knows how to use me. And you have to stop him.”
“Why us?” I say. “Why not Bondye? Why not the loa themselves? Baron Samedi, who brought you here.”
“Don't you say his name like that,” says Jo.
“No, he's right,” says Mercy. “Samedi brought me here, showed me compassion by saving me. But he doesn't come here any longer.”
“Why?” I say.
“Because I cast him out,” says Mercy. “It's why he went to you for help.”
“Me?” I say. “But why me? Doesn't he still have more power than Carrefour?”
“No,” she says. “But you will.”
“You cast him out?” Jo is on the edge of a breakdown by the look of it. Her skin is ashen and gray and her lips trembling. “Like God?”
“Not like God,” says Mercy. “Like myself. Bondye won't wake. Maybe not until we are all extinct. Maybe not until the world is barren and devoid of life. I've felt what Bondye feels and seen what He sees, and He's not like us. He's not like anything. He's just Bondye. And the loa...” She waves a hand and another scene opens up before us. Not as expansive as the vision of the flood, but no less real. I see Carrefour standing before us, his red eyes lighting up the void. He's smiling and stroking his chest. And I can see them now. The spirits he carries with him, wearing like a second skin.
“He said they were lower loa. Spirits,” I say. “But they're not, are they?”
“They are, and more. Carrefour wears his brothers and sisters around him,” says Mercy. “He's taken their power, their souls, and he carries them like trophies, to use them when he pleases.”
“Jesus,” I say, trying to swallow, but there's a lump in my throat. “How do we fight someone like that? How do we stop him?”
“That I don't know,” says Mercy. “But I know it's you. Both of you. I've seen it.”
“How?” says Jo, her voice sounding as defeated as I feel. Her eyes are fixed on the image of Carrefour. 
“You'll find a way,” says Mercy. “It's time to go.”
Carrefour splits in two and I can see the alley in the rift.
“No,” says Jo. “Let me stay. I want to stay with you.”
“You can't,” she says. 
“I love you, Mercy,” says Jo.
“You won't see me again,” Mercy says, looking at me. “Not for a long time.”
“Don't make me go,” Jo says.
Mercy is floating away, her form dissipating, turning into a cloud made of color that is falling toward the void. Toward Bondye.
“You have to go,” echoes her voice. “Go home.”
“We don't have a home,” I say.
I can hear Mercy's voice as gravity takes us.
“You know that's not true.”
And I do. My home is Josie, wherever and whenever she is. It always has been.
It always will be.
 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
I gasp as we hit the ground. It feels as if my heart has burst through my chest and my lungs are in my belly. I roll over, trying to catch my breath, the shreds of clothing falling around me like feathers. I'm on my hands and knees, coughing. I've lost a shoe and I can feel the wet asphalt under me. The rain is coming down in sheets, soaking my hair and skin. When the pain subsides and I finally catch my breath, I sit up and look around. I'm alone in the alley.
“Jo?” I say, my voice hoarse from coughing. “Josephine?”
I stand with effort. My knees are shaky and they knock against each other at first. I put a supporting hand on the brick of the watch shop, looking toward the orange glow of the street light. I can see someone standing there, but water is running into my eyes. Taking a few steps, I stumble along, out of the alley. It's Josie, her clothes shredded. She isn't even wearing shoes, so she's standing bathed in orange sodium light, her feet submerged in a large puddle in the middle of the street. She's turning around and around, slowly, as if she's seeing the world for the first time. I can't tell if she's crying or it's just the rain, but her eyes are wide and her mouth is open. Her hair is hanging in ropes, framing her beautiful face and I suddenly remember her, years ago, outside of a bar in the French Quarter. It was raining just like this when I told her I loved her for the first time... 
“Josie,” I say. “Are you all right?”
She shakes her head but doesn't look at me. She continues to turn like a ballerina, looking, looking, forever looking around her. 
“Jo,” I say louder and I grab her hand. She looks down at my hand on hers, then slowly her eyes find mine. I see now that she really is crying. 
“Spencer?”
“It's going to be okay. We'll help Mercy. Please, believe me. After all of this is done, we'll find a way to help her.”
“That's not it,” she says. “I'm happy about Mercy.”
“You are?”
She takes a shaky breath and her eyes flick to the sides, like something caught her eye. But there's nothing there.
“I got to see my baby again,” she says, turning her head, her eyes scanning the street. “I got to see her as a woman. I got to tell her I love her. It was a gift. A miracle.”
“Then what is it?” I say. “Jo!”
She looks at me again, surprised. Then she shakes her head.
“You'll think I'm crazy. He did this to me. Carrefour. He did this.”
“You're not crazy, Jo. Do you see something? Just tell me.”
She bites her lip and I can feel her shaking.
“They're everywhere,” she whispers. “I can see them, Spence. Everywhere, so many of them. They're so sad it breaks my heart.”
“Who?” I say. “Ghosts?”
She nods. “Children,” she says. “Hundreds of them. I don't think I can do this.”
“Children?”
“But not children,” she says, “not really. It's...”
She's studying my face. I can feel fishhooks pulling at my insides, but I try to ignore them. A light is flashing in my eyes from somewhere.
“What is it?” I say through clenched teeth. She's watching me with wide eyes.
“I think,” she says, looking over her shoulder. “I think it's begun.”
 
I wake up in a place I don't recognize, my heart beating in my throat.
“What the hell?”
I'm on a threadbare rug. A living room. It looks familiar, but my head's all mixed up. I can't think, can't remember how I got here. The last thing I remember is standing with Jo in the rain and she was talking about...what? Dead children? But not really children. Ghosts. 
“I think it's begun.”
I'm wearing clothes now, strange clothes. I strain to remember how I got here, but I come up blank. I look down at my short-sleeved button up shirt and it's not familiar. Neither are the slacks. Have I lost time again? Have I done something terrible? But this isn't what's really most important right now. 
“Jo?” I say softly, standing carefully. My head is swimming and I grab onto it with both hands, like it's going to float away. “Jo,” I say louder. Something catches my eye as I take my hands from my head, a flash of color. I spread my fingers out as I look at my hands. My fingernails are filthy with something red.
“Oh my God.”
Blood red.
“Oh Jesus.” I fall back onto the floor, still looking at my hands. I turn them over to look at the palms, which are also red. I touch my skin and the crusted blood flakes off and falls to the floor. I can't breathe.
My hands are covered in blood.
I blink as I recognize the room, my heart pulsing hard in my throat. It's Jo's family's house. I remember coming here, talking to Reenie, but I sense I'm in a different time. Uncle Felix and Aunt Bobbi from the future, then? Eveline or Ava? Emile? Did I do something to Jo's family? I look around but see no signs of violence. No telltale stains on the carpet or smashed lamps. 
I push myself off the floor and walk shakily to the window and look through the shades. I see a Charger parked on the road. Some long, angry-looking cars, a beat up truck, everything screams the sixties. I blink at the brightness of the day outside. There's a white woman standing in front of the house, looking up at it. She looks familiar, but it takes me a minute to realize why. My stomach lurches as I recognize her.
The old woman from the day Jo died in 1945. 
I back away from the window as I hear the creak of the gate outside. The image of the old woman flashes through my mind, taking a Tommy gun out of a case. And a word: untethered. I lurch toward the kitchen as I hear a knock on the door, someone stirring upstairs, muffled voices. Feet on the stairs as the old woman knocks again, louder this time.
Felicia, I remember. Her name is Dr. Felicia Rakovski. She was my boss when I was a traveler.
There were only two rules. You couldn't change the past, and you couldn't be in the same place as yourself. Other than that, we had a simple mantra, repeated by our managers, or by the scientists, or in the books we were studying in advance of our travels. Felicia used to say it all the time: “Don't push it.” 
Jo and I weren't physicists. We were historians, anthropologists, really, in a way. We assumed there was a lab handling the hard science of it all, and God knows what happened to them. Maybe they ended up with hearts ripped from their chests, just like Brian Cruz.
No one ever told us who invented the pocket watches. They just existed, and none of us ever questioned it, as far as I knew. We were given assignments on small sheets of paper, we gathered supplies, and we went. That was all. Everyone had a partner and Josie was mine. We stayed out of the spotlight, stayed hidden, blended in. For New Orleans, the color of our skin was an advantage. Lot of other places, too. The travelers were black, Native American, Hispanic, Pacific Islander, Chinese. We worked on the fringes of society by design. Felicia and a couple who worked Boston were the only Caucasians.  
Felicia. The woman who gave us our assignments, who reviewed our reports, who yelled at us every time we got ourselves into trouble, who worried about our safety. She was here now. I wondered if she had her Tommy gun. I had little doubt that she would use it. Would she listen to reason? Could I tell her that my dead daughter's soul told me that only Jo and I could save the world? The answer was a big obvious NO.
I hear Samedi's voice in my head. If Carrefour gets that girl's soul, he's going to make it his. 
I shake my head, catching my reflection in the kitchen window. What I see there – deep circles under my eyes, rough whiskers growing on my cheeks and chin, and a smudge of dirt (blood?) across my forehead – does not fill me with confidence.
I hear the front door open and the voices of two women, one bright and cheerful, the other low and gravelly. Surprising myself, I recognize the high voice. Eveline, Jo's grandmother. The last time I was here, she was the child who answered the door, giggling and calling Jo her granddaughter. The other voice is Felicia. I step out the screen door, the humidity hitting me hard. I'm reminded of that day, waking in the hospital and making my way across the city, of sitting in the car across from Scarasse, watching Jo die, unable to help her.
The memory is so fresh that it takes the air out of my lungs. I have to hold onto the side of the house until the stars behind my eyes subside. When I'm breathing again, I make my way through the yard, back to the hounfor, the sacred space where I first saw the ceremonies that so shocked me the first few times. The first time Jo brought me here, I was appalled seeing Aunt Bobbi slit the throat of a young goat. But with time, I understood. An offering for the loa. The loa loved their offerings of blood and rum and food. And with time, I found the ritual comforting.
I walk into the hounfor, empty now, and lean into the poto mitan in the middle of the dirt, the roof old now and in need of replacement. Now, it's barely keeping the sun out. The shade doesn't feel any cooler, the wet air is too thick, too dense. It makes me feel weak in the knees.
“It's not the weather,” says a voice, and I know who it is. I don't want to turn around but I do. The red eyes are as shocking to behold as the first time I saw them. Carrefour. He looks odd. Still startlingly large, still with two large horns rising up out of his head. But he looks deflated. He's the same, but I feel a difference in him.
“You talked to my brother, Samedi,” he says softly. 
“You're afraid,” I say.
“Yes,” he says without hesitation. “But not for the reasons you think.”
“Did you kill them? All the travelers?”
He reaches his fingers inside his jacket, touching his chest. I can see them writhing there, against his skin. I wonder if his brothers and sisters are in there along with all the little souls. Does he listen to their screams like others listen to music? Carrefour strokes them with his long fingers, staring past me, like he's seeing something I can't.
“No,” he says. “You're still here, aren't you? Traveling man.”
“And her?” I say, a catch in my throat. “What about Josephine? Did you do something to her?”
“No,” he says again. He focuses on me. There's something wrong with him, I can see it. He seems small inside himself. “But you...”
“Me?” I say. “What is it that you want from us? Why haven't you killed us? We're just like the others. And we're never going to tell you where Mercy is. Not ever. You must realize that.”
“That's not why I came,” he says. He's staring at me, as if I'm something strange and alien to him. Like I'm the one with horns and glowing red eyes. Like I'm the loa gone bad. He shakes his head. “I'm not what you think I am. I'm not evil, no matter what he tells you. It was him, wasn't it? Samedi who killed Mercy.”
“Yes,” I say. “But she would have destroyed the universe. I saw it.”
“You saw it?” he says, narrowing his eyes. “You've seen her, haven't you? You've found where she's hidden.”
“I won't tell you.”
“It's not how you think it is,” he says, and there's an odd desperation is in his voice. “Something strange is happening. My brothers and sisters, they've turned against me.”
“Because you're murdering them.”
Carrefour is suddenly focused. He stands up straight and squares his shoulders. His eyes grow so bright that I shield my own eyes against him. He is glorious and beautiful in a way. Fierce and terrifying.
“I should kill you where you stand.”
“But you can't, can you?” I say. “You can't kill me. Why is that?”
I watch as Carrefour looks at his hands, held up against the sun, and I'm reminded of my own hands, covered in blood. I make fists so Carrefour won't see. A dark flicker pops in the palm of Carrefour's hand, still outstretched. He shivers and his eyes dim. His shoulders sag.
“I have done many things in my long, long life,” he says. “A life as long as the world. I have walked in the boiling swamps before your species even existed. I have created loa of my own so I wouldn't be alone. I have ushered the dead to the gates of the underworld and I have helped those who asked for my assistance. I have done good and evil in equal measure. Much as you have, McQuarrie.”
“I haven't done evil,” I say. But it feels like a lie. Like hiding my hands.
“Nonsense,” he says, turning back to me. “You know what you did. You created all of this. The moment you gave that man the pocket watch that wasn't a pocket watch. The very second the gold hit Scarasse's hand, you created this. All for selfish reasons. What's dead is dead, McQuarrie. None can bring back the dead. Not without dire repercussions. Not without changing the entire universe.”
“What are you talking about?” I say. 
“The fob watch,” he says. “The one you gave to Scarasse so the Bokor would call me. You never would have known Laveau if Scarasse hadn't pointed you to him. You knew Scarasse would cause harm with that trinket and you did it anyway. It wasn't madness. It was hubris and selfishness. Just like every human. And do you know what the funniest bit is? I would have found you matter what. I was already there, walking your path, looking for you.”
“Why?” I say.
“Because you and I, McQuarrie, we're the same, deep down. You must remember knowing me before. Think.”
“I don't remember,” I say.
“And yet, it's true.” He turns his red eyes to me again. “Was Bondye as beautiful as they say He is?”
“How do you...?”
“It's quite obvious,” he says. “The loa, we're not allowed to even cast our eyes upon Him, did you know? Except for Samedi. Always Samedi. And one other.”
“He's sleeping,” I say. “But yes. Incredible beauty.”
“I can see it,” he says, and a small, distracted smile appears on his lips. “When I look into your eyes, I can see it. It flares inside of you, burning bright like a fire. And her.”
“Who?”
“Your wife. Josephine.”
“Do you know where she is?”
He covers his eyes with his hands.
“I wanted to make something beautiful. I wanted to make them proud, my brothers and sisters. I wanted them to know that I could do good just as he can. I wanted them to speak of me with love in their voices. With sweetness. Do you remember when she died? I don't know if it's happened yet or if it has yet to happen. I can't keep the time straight, the planes are all blending together. Has Josephine died yet?”
I can't speak for a moment, can't breathe.
“Yes,” I say, finally getting my voice back. 
“The Josephine who was with you, when I helped her see, before Samedi came. You'll never save her. It's going to happen, and soon. You can't change death, brother. And it's not in your nature to love her.”
“What are you talking about?” I say, and realize I'm angry. Carrefour was speaking nonsense. We couldn't have known one another before, that was ludicrous. And why couldn't I love Jo? I feel weak, though, even as I'm reasoning. My head is swimming. “You're lying again.”
“I've never lied to you.”
“You just want Mercy. You'll never have her.”
“She's not mine to take,” he says. “I see that now. She's dangerous. Volatile.” 
“What do you mean? This is crazy, why am I even talking to you?”
“You can't have a Josephine from any point in her timeline, from any plane. You're destroying the equilibrium. You're changing everything. You're not supposed to be here. You do this every time. Every time before. You upset the timelines.”
“What did you say?”
“I said you're selfish.”
“All of this has happened before.” 
“Do you remember now?” His face is suddenly eager. Hopeful. But when he sees that I don't understand, he shakes his head. “They walk on eggshells around you. But I won't. You've done us wrong this time and you need to remember.”
“They?”
He won't look at me. “Never mind,” he says. 
“How is Mercy dangerous?”
He looks down at his hands again. 
“You said you saw it. You saw what she would have done. If you'd saved her, you saw what would happen.”
“Yes, but...”
“What makes you think she's any less dangerous now?”
I shake my head. “That's ridiculous. She's dead. She can't do anything. She's far away from any world, any galaxy. She can't hurt anyone.”
“Is that so?” he says. Carrefour crouches down, touching his fingers to the dirt. “Then how is it that she keeps opening up reality and ripping you out of it? How is it that she pulled Josephine away from the world without your help? How is it that she can manipulate time and space from way up in her little black hole?”
“You...” I whisper. His eyes are laughing at me, but all I can do is stammer. “How did you know?”
“I am Loa, brother. More powerful than you know. Even now, at my lowest, I can see such sights. I've seen it, seen it all. I know Samedi saved her, stashed her away. I know where he stashed her, too, but even I can't go there. Girl's so strong that she can keep the loa out of the void. That's real power, brother. And yet, she told you that you are the only one who could stop little old me. Only you. Spencer McQuarrie.”
I opened my mouth to speak, but I couldn't.
“She did tell you that, didn't she?”
“I...yes,” I admit. 
“Why doesn't she just stop me herself?”
“She can't intervene. You're too strong,” I say. But as I look at him, I feel stupid for saying it. Carrefour is on the verge of falling over, weak of body and spirit. Even if he's as powerful as he claims, something happened to him, hit him hard. Or maybe he's just weary.
“I'm too strong,” says Carrefour, and he laughs. “That must be it.”
“Stop this,” I say. I can feel the panic creeping up inside my chest. My heart is pounding in my ears.
“No you stop this,” he hisses, and he's suddenly right in front of my face, grabbing onto my shirt and lifting me up off the ground. His eyes are bright again, his teeth gnashed in anger. “You need to fix this. This was you, you ruined everything.”
“Because you wanted your own world,” I say, growing angry myself. “Because you wanted to make your own world so you could be alone with your loa. Did you ever stop to think that you were creating Hell on Earth?”
He stares at me, stunned. A few seconds go by in complete silence, and then Carrefour lowers me to the ground. 
“Who told you that?” he says.
“Does it matter?”
“Who told you?” 
“Baron Samedi,” I say. “He said this world you wanted to make was going to squash all the universes together into one. People would go mad and the loa would torture humanity. Is it true? How can you speak to me of hubris and selfishness?”
“Hubris, yes,” he says, taking a step back. “But never selfishness. Never. He lies to you, my brother. Another world, another plane, it won't unmake any of the others. How could it?”
“You're saying he lied?”
“Yes. Lies. Samedi.” Carrefour puts his hands over his eyes again as if in pain. Then he lowers his hands and his eyes shine a watery red at me. He shakes his head, unmistakable grief on his face. 
“I was making a world for us, for the loa. For all my brothers and sisters to have a place of peace. Where we weren't responsible for doing the bidding of humans, where we could have silence. Where we could be alone, no obligations or responsibility for the actions of others. Where humans would leave us be. We just want peace, McQuarrie. Or, maybe...” He gives his great head a little shake. “Maybe it's just me.”
“You killed people,” I say. “To get the power, you had to kill travelers. Friends of mine. You ripped their goddamn hearts out.”
“No,” he says, looking at me oddly through narrowed eyes. He looks as though he's trying to figure me out. “I didn't kill them. But they were dying. Like your daughter, but slower. They only had a trickle of Bondye in them. Just a thin ribbon of power. And it was burning them from the inside out. Their deaths wouldn't unmake the world, like your daughter, but cities, towns, neighborhoods would be destroyed. At least now their deaths mean something. Don't you think that, McQuarrie? That their deaths meant something to you?”
“To me?” I say. “You're sick.”
“No,” he says. “Just tired. So tired.”
“So am I dying, too? Why don't you kill me? Just do it, it would make things so much easier.”
He watches me for a long moment, like he's trying to decide if he can. “You still don't understand,” he says finally. “You've been touched by her. You haven't just passed through, McQuarrie. You've been touched by God. You and the woman.”
“What are you saying?” I say. “That Mercy is...”
“Bondye sleeps,” he says. “And Mercy has learned to use Him. Bondye has become a part of her, just as she has become part of Him.”
“You're saying that Mercy is God,” I say. “That's ridiculous.”
“Yes,” he says. “I suppose it is.”
“So what does she want?” I say. “What the hell do we do?”
“Not we,” he says. “You. Only you.”
“Me,” I say. “How?”
“No clue. You'll figure it out, though. You always do.”
“What does that mean?”
“Whatever you want it to mean, brother,” he says wearily. “Whatever you want. That's the way of things, isn't it?”
“I don't understand. Just stop being so damn cryptic and talk to me. Help me remember.”
“Ask yourself this,” he says. “Why are you remembering only these memories? Why can't you remember being a child, brother? Why can't you remember your mother? Why is there no knowledge about where you came from, or your hopes and dreams, or school friends. Any friends, for that matter, aside from your wife. Why only these memories, McQuarrie?”
“I...” I have no answer. He's right, though. I can't remember a thing about my past before I met Jo. Not a thing. “What does it mean?”
“I'm sure it'll come to you,” he says. “It always does.”
“Can I remember faster?” I say. “You could tell me. If you know so much about me, tell me who I am. Tell me what I am. Tell me where I was last night.”
“I can't.”
“Why the hell not?”
“Because last time we did that, you nearly decimated an entire continent. Only person who saved you was Marinette, but she's missing. For years now. And I can't feel her, either. Maybe she turned from me, too.”
“Marinette?” I say, the name sounding maddeningly familiar.
“Just promise me you won't hate me until you remember,” he says. “I can't tell you, but when you remember, promise me you won't hurt me, brother. Promise me you'll try to remember who you are and stay that way. I can't take this. I can't see you this way. You have to stop. You have to stop this.”
My voice is a whisper. “How do I stop? Just tell me what to do. Tell me how. Please.”
But he's gone.
 
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
I wait for a long time in the hounfor. Waiting for the world to open up and swallow me again, sending me back into the void, to Mercy, to Jo. I wait for a good hour, just leaning against the poto mitan. 
But there is nothing.
I stand up straight and square my shoulders, thinking of Carrefour, standing tall in the face of everything. I look around me then, realizing that no one is going to come for me, no one is going to save me. No one is going to stop me, if Carrefour could be believed. Even the old woman, Felicia, hadn't come back here looking for me. She doesn't even appear to know I'm here. She came to talk to Jo's family and no one else. I'm almost disappointed. No one is going to intervene and pull me out, pull Jo out. It's my turn now. It's all up to me. 
And I'm going to fix it. I'm going to find Felicia and tell her everything. Maybe she'll kill me. Maybe she'll believe me and help. Either way, I'm not going to be plucked out of the world and held in safety with Bondye. Mercy said I wouldn't see her again for a long time and I believe her.
I take a deep breath and blow it out hard. Then I head for the house. Enough running. Time to be brave. Time to be a man. High time to do some rescuing of my own. Jo. The world. Myself.
It's time to act.
I try my hardest not to think about the dried blood on my hands.
 
I walk in through the back door. Eveline drops a knife on the floor in surprise. She takes a step back, afraid.
“Where in God's name did you come from?” she says, fear in her voice. She crosses herself. I can see red marks that look like fingerprints on either arm, surely soon to become bruises.
“Jesus,” I say. 
“Jesus ain't got nothing to do with you, sir. I don't care who you're married to. I won't help you. Kill me if you want. That white lady told me what you did.”
“You don't understand,” I say, holding up my hands.
“I understand just fine,” she says, narrowing her eyes. “You're dangerous. I ought to call the police.”
“Look,” I say. “It's complicated. I lost my memories, something broke in me when I lost...something's broken. But I didn't kill anyone.” I hide my hands in my pockets. “I keep seeing the strangest things, otherworldly things. And I have to stop someone from doing something very bad. Something that will end life as we know it, that will affect all the timelines.”
“This more of your time travel hoodoo?” she says. She's still shrinking from me, but she's angry. She's retrieved the knife she dropped and she's clutching the handle with white knuckles. “I don't want you near me, you understand? You better pray for forgiveness for what you done.”
“Where's Felicia?” I say.
“She left,” Eveline sniffs, looking away. “I kicked her out. Told her never to come back. Coming into my house and telling me to give up the truth like she's a friend of mine.”
“Did you tell her about Jo?”
“Of course not. That girl is family. More than I can say for you. I know about you, you know. Leaving that girl right after your baby died. That's cruel, Spencer. You've got cruelty in you, she just can't see it yet. Or maybe she's got the same thing in her, too.” She puts the knife back on the counter, seeming to realize I wasn't going to hurt her. “Besides, I don't know where she is. Did you lose her again?”
“I...don't know,” I say. “I woke up here.”
“Here?” she says. “When was this?”
“An hour or so ago.”
“Boy, what have you done?”
I shake my head. I wish I knew.
“I need to find Scarasse,” I say.
“That's just what that white lady said before she laid hands on me. She ever tries that again, she'll be sorry. As it was, I gave her a good clout upside the head. Tiny little thing about flew through the air.” Eveline chuckled despite herself.
“I'm not going to touch you,” I say. “I'm sorry she did that.”
“Crazy time-traveling sons of bitches,” she says.
“It wasn't me, I swear,” I say. “No matter what she said, I would never hurt you, Eveline. Or Josie.”
“He's telling the truth,” says a small voice from the doorway. We both look around to see a young girl, no more than fourteen, standing there, looking at us with large brown eyes, her hair done in four fat braids. She's holding a smaller child's hand, a small girl of about two with her thumb in her mouth. 
“Marie, mercy,” breathes Eveline, glaring at me and picking up the smaller girl, who was staring at me with wide brown eyes. Eveline wraps her arms around the baby, but the older girl keeps staring at me. There's an odd wisdom in her large eyes and I get the eerie feeling that she could just stare without blinking for hours. I frown as I watch her.
“Marie?” I say. Then it hits me. This is Josie's mother. Josie's mother as a young girl. 
“I know you,” she says. “You're different, though. You've seen things.”
I watch her for a moment. Jo has her eyes. But this girl isn't anything like the woman who Jo describes. The mother she knew was hard and aloof, more concerned for her daughter to succeed than to be happy. Every dream Jo shared with her mother was dashed with reason and common sense. Jo's mother made her life hell because she was never allowed to be herself. This version of Marie wasn't that woman, at least not yet. 
“Yes,” I say. “How do you know me? From the lady who was just here?”
“No,” she says. “I've seen you in my dreams. Your eyes were like stars.”
“Marie, she was born with the Sight,” says Eveline, seeming to forget her anger at me. She's bouncing the baby up and down on her hip, and I almost have to look away, I'm reminded so fiercely of Mercy. “The loa blessed her with visions.”
“Not God?” I say.
“No,” says Marie. “It was the loa. I remember.”
“Wasn't a big guy with horns, was it?” I say.
“Yes, you see him, too?”
“We've got a bit of a history,” I say.
“Mama,” she says. “This man, he's trying to save the world.”
Eveline looks at me with raised eyebrows, the child – Aunt Bobbi, I realize – putting her thumb back in her mouth.
“Save the world?” Eveline says. “Gonna take more than you.”
“I know. I need to find Jo.”
“Scarasse, Josephine, Felicia. Make up your mind. How you going to save the world, then, if you don't even know who you're looking for?” 
“He's got to find her,” says Marie. “But first he has to find himself. Or else nothing else is going to work. You have to know who you are before you can do the things you need to do.”
“Find himself? What, like the hippies?” says Eveline. “I'll tell you right now, Spencer, I don't know about finding yourself. But if you want to find that little old white lady, you just go and take the streetcar over to Bourbon Street.”
“Why would I go to Bourbon Street?” I say.
“Because she was headed there. She practically yelled it at me when she left. She said that if Jo shows up here, come find her at the Sparrow's Rest. That's on Bourbon Street.”
“You have to go,” says Marie. “If you find her, you're on the right track.”
“You're already a Mambo,” I say, realizing. The little girl nods, no iota of emotion flickering in her big brown eyes. 
“I see the loa,” she says. “They speak to me. They tell me what to do.”
“I'm going to give you some advice, kid,” I say. “The loa lie.”
“I know.”
“All we can do is keep the ones we love safe,” I say, thinking of Jo, of how mournful she would become when she talked about her mother.
“You lost someone,” Marie says. “A child.”
“Yes.”
“It hurt you.”
“Yes.”
“When I have a daughter, I won't let her anywhere near all this.”
“Marie!” says Eveline.
“How do you know it'll be a daughter?” I say.
“Silly. We only have daughters in this family. It's always been that way. Anyway, I've seen her. And you.”
“Because the loa showed you.”
“They talk to me always,” she says. “They have things they want me to do, people they want me to see, favors to ask. They ask me about my visions, about everything that I see. I don't sleep, I barely eat.” She glances at her mother, seeming more like an old woman than a little girl. “This is no kind of life for a child. I've seen my daughter in my dreams. You love her. Still.”
“You could say that.”
“Does she hate me?”
I hesitate. “No, of course not.”
“You're lying. It's okay. She can hate me. But she won't grow up as a pawn to the unseen. She won't suffer the way I do. She won't see things she's not supposed to see. I'm going to take her away from here. She can come back, but it will be long after she's grown up like a normal girl.”
“Maybe there is no normal,” I say.
“Maybe it's like you said,” says the girl. “'All we can do is keep the ones we love safe,'” she repeats, a small too-knowing smile on her lips. “I will keep her safe as long as I can. The rest is up to you.”
I nod, unsure how I should feel about this conversation. I think about telling her how unhappy Jo was, about how she felt claustrophobic in her own house, how she couldn't think of her mother without being angry. But as I look at this little girl, I understand. Her life is a living hell. She saved her daughter Jo from this life, only to drop her into a different kind of unhappiness.
“I'm going to find her,” I say.
The girl reaches out and touches my hand. She frowns as she looks up at me.
“It's going to hurt you,” she says. “It's going to hurt you bad. But you have to choose her.”
“I've always chosen her.”
“This time, it's going to destroy you all over again. More than it ever has.”
I pull my hand back, rubbing the spot where she was touching.
“Sometimes,” she says. “You have to go back to the beginning.”
“Thanks,” I say, glancing at Eveline, who is staring at Marie with both horror and awe. 
“God's will,” Eveline whispers.
“I don't think God lives here anymore,” says Marie. “Else my granddaughter wouldn't have died. Children shouldn't die. If God still cared, my granddaughter wouldn't have died. Don't you think so, Spencer McQuarrie? That a god shouldn’t have let Mercy die?”
“I hear the streetcar,” says Eveline, clutching her hands together so they don't shake. “You'd better catch it.”
I ease by Marie in the doorway, not looking away from her. I back all the way through the living room, stumbling past a round table that wasn't there in 1929. 
“Goodbye, Spencer,” says Marie. “Don't forget what I said. The loa lie, but I don't.”
“Thanks,” I say, turning and closing the door behind me. I notice that the glass has been covered with a painting of a hand, the word “Palmistry” etched underneath, followed by the words,
in curly script, Child Psychic Tells Your Future!
I hear the bell and run for the streetcar.
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
The bar is barely in the French Quarter. The buildings evoke equal measures of rollicking and dastardly, amusing and sinister side by side. I stand in front of Sparrow's Rest, your standard hole in the wall, just looking at it, and feel a shiver go up my spine. The place holds bad memories the same way that other places have an ocean view or cherry blossoms in spring. I feel like my insides are full of worms when I look at it. A white lady with a bouffant hairstyle covers her nose as she passes the open door of the saloon, probably from the smell of cigars and stale beer, but the way she hurries past is from collective memories. They trickle into the back of your mind, and even though you don't know what happened here, it fills you with urgency. Either to get away as fast as you can or to rush through the door and feel them wash over you. 
Have I been here before?
I have no idea how Felicia is going to react to me. She told Jo's family that I'd done something very bad. She may be blaming me for all of the dead travelers. But I need her help to save the world that we, the travelers, may have ruined beyond repair.
We were just trying to make things right. To rewrite history the right way. To end the falsity and one-sided propaganda that modern history textbooks had become. If we corrected the truth, the world might just become less xenophobic, there might be fewer bigots, we might just learn that everything is a struggle and we're all in it together.
Looking back, it seems naive. To learn we were being picked off by the loa for the pieces of God inside us was absurd. And yet, here we all were. Here, in this time and place, and I was walking into some sort of crude trap. But my fault? How could it have been?
I walk through the door and blink as my eyes adjust. There's a man playing a 12-string guitar on a small stage in the back of the dingy bar. The bartender is staring at me, a short, stocky Creole man with a Semper Fi tattoo on his forearm. He looks at a door on the other side of the room, then back at me, worried. I walk to the door and take a deep breath.
“Hey,” says the bartender. “Something wrong with that lady.”
I open the door quickly, before I can rethink any of this, before I can turn tail and run away, hiding until the world ends. And I force myself to walk into the small room, closing the door behind me so I can't turn back. I can hear the blues guitar through the door, though it's muffled. Otherwise the room is dead silent. I blink in the dim light. For some reason I am reminded of the bare bulb when Baron Samedi had me tied to a chair. There's no bare bulb here, but the fixture on the ceiling is dusty and coated with grime. A table covered in dirty green felt. I realize this is probably a room intended for gambling. Two figures sit at the table, one of them smoking a cigarette. I watch the cherry light up as she inhales and Rita leans forward into the light as she blows out smoke. She smiles a dazzling smile, the corners of her mouth crinkling from age, makeup caked in the lines etched there.
“Miss me?” she says.
There is movement on either side of me and suddenly two armed men have me by either arm. I struggle to get away, and manage to land a punch to one of the men's face, but in the end, they wrestle me down to the ground, flat on my stomach.
“I thought it would be Josephine,” says a familiar gravelly voice, and Felicia rises from the table and crouches down next to me, an amber drink in her hand. “But this is even better.” She drains the drink, ice tinkling in her empty glass. 
“Do you know who I am, McQuarrie?” she says.
“You don't want to do this,” I say. Without exactly knowing why, I fear for Felicia's safety. I'm right on the edge of remembering something big. Momentous. 
“You're damn right I don't want to do this. I'm no spring chicken, and you've got me running around looking for a ghost. You know Rita Cooper, I assume,” she says. 
“Oh, darling, I hate to see you like this,” says Rita, reclining in her chair and drawing deeply on her cigarette. “I mean, really, this is getting awkward. Can't you just go back to normal again? I miss you.”
“Normal?” I say. I look at Felicia.
“Miss Cooper has quite a story,” says Felicia, rolling the ice around her glass. It's nearly melted, but some tiny shards still clink. “She seems to think that there's another side to Spencer McQuarrie. And after the events of the past few days, I'm leaning towards believing her.”
“She works for Scarasse,” I grunt, one of the guard's knees in my back. “You can't believe a word she says.”
“Not anymore,” Rita pouts. “He doesn't want me.”
“I saw you die,” I say. “You're going to die.”
“Oh, that,” says Rita. “If you're wondering, that already happened to me. This one hit me with her big ol' gun, that's true. But then she dragged me off to a hospital and here I am.”
“You were so grateful that you switched sides, is that it?” I say, bile rising up in my throat. A feeling grows inside of me, barbed and flickering with life. And again, that sharp pang of fear. Was I afraid because I was going to hurt these people? How could that even be possible? One person against two armed men and two – probably also armed – women. 
“It took some persuasion,” says Felicia. “But I'm not above persuading the enemy when the fate of the world is on the line.”
“You know about that?” I say.
“Scarasse?” says Felicia. “Of course I goddamn know. I find out everything.”
“Oh,” I say, disappointed. “Right. Scarasse.”
Rita giggles and Felicia shoots a steely look at her, then fixes it on me.
“You have committed atrocities, Spencer. You know that, don't you?” 
My eyes had adjusted to the light and I can see Felicia's gaze bearing down on me. Her eyes are gray, but they seem silver to me. They match her hair, which is drawn back severely from her face. 
“I haven't done anything,” I say. “None of this is my fault.”
“Oh, come on,” says Rita, exasperated. “All of this has happened before. Felicia knows it and I know it. You should know it, too, darling. In time, you will.”
“What did you say?” I'm staring at Rita, suddenly no longer struggling. Rita gets up from the table and saunters over to me, bending low instead of crouching. 
“All of this has happened before. You have to stop doing this to me.”
“Why do you keep saying that?” I say. “Who told you to say that?”
“No one,” she says. I can see her eyes are misting up as she watches me. “God, you don't even know me, do you? You don't remember.”
“Everyone keeps saying that,” I whisper. “What's happened before? What are you talking about? You killed Josie. You're the killer. And you're not goddamned long for this world.”
“That's enough,” says Felicia. “Miss Cooper. Sit.”
Rita sat back at the table, sniffing into a handkerchief.
“It seems you are not the man I thought I knew,” says Felicia. “Explain.”
“I don't know what any of you are talking about!”
Felicia stands and looks down at me, letting out a heavy sigh.
“Sit him up at the table,” she says to the men.
“Ma'am?”
“Sit him at the table and wait outside,” says Felicia. “I can handle myself. And I can certainly handle him. Don't worry, you'll still get paid.”
I feel myself being lifted up, my arms released, and then I'm sitting in a hard, wobbly chair, looking across at Rita. I think about reaching across and wringing her neck, but Felicia sits down next to me, metal glinting in her hand. 
“Don't even think about it,” she says. “Everything in its own time.”
“What do you want, Felicia?” I say, watching her gun. It's a little snub nose pistol that looks very old. 
“Oh, relax,” Felicia says, setting the gun on the table in front of her. “If I wanted you dead, you'd be dead. I want answers. And it's Doctor Rakovski to you. Only my friends call me Felicia.”
She reaches into her pocket, takes out a pack of Lucky Strikes and offers me one. I shake my head and she shrugs, lighting one and drawing deeply, letting the smoke trail out of her nose.
“I've always liked you, Spencer. You followed the rules for the most part, looked out for your partner. Hell, I didn't even mind when the two of you decided to run off and get married, live the American dream. But you must know that you've created a goddamn cluster bomb of chaos here. Amnesia or not, you are really making life difficult for me.”
“I'm sorry for the inconvenience,” I say. “The next time I decide to lose all memories or knowledge of my life I'll be sure to warn you ahead of time.”
“Don't get cocky, McQuarrie,” she says, but there's a gleam of humor in her eye. 
“I'm going to get a drink,” Rita says, standing and brushing off her neatly-pressed clothes. 
“If you don't come back,” says Felicia, taking another draw off her cigarette, “you know what will happen.”
“Yes, fine,” says Rita, “it's not like I can go anywhere, anyway.” She steps out the door and I hear her tinkling laughter out in the bar as she flirts with the bartender.
“Why can't she go anywhere?” I say.
“Scarasse wants her dead,” says Felicia. “She's with us now.”
“You can't trust her.”
“And I can trust you?”
I shake my head. “I don't know anymore.”
“Look, Spencer,” she says, leaning in. “I don't want to be here. I don't want to be following you all around the known universe threatening your life. I don't want to kill you. Hell, I don't even want to take you in.”
“What do you want to do, then, Doctor Rakovski?”
“I want to find out the truth,” she says, stubbing out her smoke. “Just what the hell is going on?”
“I wish I knew,” I say, and it's the most honest thing I've said to her. “I don't understand any of this. Felicia, I need help, but there's no one who can help with any of this. I don't even know if half of it is real or not.”
“Talk to me, then,” she says. “How are you traveling without a kit?”
I watch her for a moment, debating whether I should tell her that, sometimes, my dead daughter living on a nebula who is actually God sucks me out of the world so I don't get into too much trouble.
“I don't know.”
“You don't just become untethered, Spencer,” she says. I can see she doesn't believe me. “In fact, it only seems to happen to you.”
I frown. “You mean it's happened before?”
“Oh, yes,” she says, watching me. “You have a habit of disappearing, my friend. If you weren't who you are, you'd probably be rotting in a prison or an insane asylum or some government test facility. That is, if the government knew about us.”
“What does that mean?” I say. “Who am I?”
“You want to know your name?” she says coyly, but it doesn't suit her. “Okay, I'll play. A man brings me a device that he says can do amazing things. He wants to remain anonymous and swears me to secrecy. He says we can right the wrongs of history, that we can shine a light on what really happened in the past. Says I can achieve my dreams of time travel. Tells me living my days as a Physics professor is wasting my talent. But he makes me promise never to tell anyone where the devices came from. Sound familiar?”
“No.”
“It's you, you big idiot. Jesus Christ, Spence. Do you really not remember any of this? I thought you were just faking, but Jesus Christ, this is for real, isn't it?”
“How is that possible?” I say. “I brought you the pocket watches? I don't understand. How?”
“I don't know,” says Felicia. “I promised not to ask any questions. That was difficult for me. To use the watches but not study the power within? That was torture. Truly. But the power in those twelve little pieces of gold was the most incredible thing I'd ever seen, and I knew I wanted to be close to them, to see what could be accomplished. If I had to do it in secret, then so be it. If I had to pretend you didn't have an agenda, then I would do it. Time travel! What a phenomenon! In all my life I never thought we'd achieve what these watches could do. But here I was, in charge of the whole thing, appointed by a mysterious man who wouldn't even tell me his name. And then you disappeared.”
“Disappeared?”
“Yep. Gone without a trace. I even hired a PI to track you down, but nothing. I found a group of people willing to play around with time travel, got everything up and running, against my better judgment. And just when I'd given up on you, you show up again with our Josephine, dewy faced and idealistic, and fresh from Princeton. And obviously already smitten with you, though I've no idea why.”
“How does Rita fit into all this?” I say. 
“She claims,” she says, pulling another cigarette from the pack, “that the two of you used to be intimate. She claims you were lovers.” Felicia pauses to light her cigarette, watching me. “She claims that you and Scarasse were the best of friends.”
“What?” I work to find the words. “That's not...it can't...”
“I was surprised, too,” she says. “But it makes sense. The way you handed over that watch. I mean, you've been erratic in the past, Spencer, but you've never been self-destructive.”
“I don't remember that.”
“The way I understand it, you've got a dark side.”
And I know she's right. I can feel it again, deep in my guts. A tangle of electrified fish hooks, ripping their way to the surface. I close my eyes and try to calm down. When my heart slows, I look at Felicia, who is studying me.
“So I gave Scarasse the pocket watch,” I say. “Why would I do that?”
“Well, up until this point, from what I've gathered, I assumed you did it to bring the girl back. Your child. What was her name?”
“Mercy,” I croak.
“Yes,” she says. “So sorry for your loss. That must have been difficult.”
“How would Scarasse bring her back?” I say.
“He would point you to someone who could do it,” she says. “A practitioner of Voodoo. I don't understand it, but I'm not one to stand in the way of religion.”
“So you think Scarasse led me to Papa Laveau, and for his efforts I gave him the watch?”
“I don't think that,” she says. “I said I thought that. Things have changed.”
“How?” I say. “How have they changed?”
Felicia is studying me, as if she's trying to gauge if I'm telling the truth.
“Miss Cooper claims that things were just a little different.”
“Different how?” I think of Rita in the alley, telling me I should have come away with her. Then I see her shooting Jo. Jo's feet sticking out of the alley, blood trickling between the cobblestones. I shudder.
“She says that you gave Scarasse the watch for a reason,” says Felicia. “That he was an employee of yours.”
I laugh without meaning to. But Felicia's face is stone. She's serious. 
“You think I'm Scarasse's boss?”
“Are you?”
“No! That's absurd.” I watch her watching me. She blows out smoke and narrows her eyes. “I don't know,” I say at last, feeling weak. The anger is turning to fear again and I feel helpless. 
“Well, that's something, I suppose,” says Felicia. “So you think you might be capable? Of any of it?”
“I honestly don't know anymore,” I say. “I was a father. A husband. I don't remember any of these other things. I remember going mad when Mercy died. But all these other things?” I swallow hard. “What kind of man am I, Felicia?”
“Who can say?” she says. “Are any of us really who we think we are? How many people really know themselves?”
“Did you possibly collude with a known criminal and start falling through time?”
She finally cracks a smile.
“Maybe you're a complicated man.”
“Maybe I am.”
She's watching me again and I can't read her. She's too good at this.
“Tell me about the hearts,” she says.
The words jar me. Her face is serious again and I feel the fear inside of me.
“The hearts?”
“You heard me,” says Felicia. I know I've misinterpreted this now. This isn't a meeting. Felicia isn't here to help me or Jo or any of us. This is an interrogation.
“What are you doing?” I say.
“I think you know.”
“I don't know anything about the other travelers,” I say. “I didn't kill them.”
“How did you know I was talking about the travelers?”
“I need to go,” I say, starting to get up. She clamps a hand on my arm and pulls me back down. She's strong. Not as strong as me, but she's picked up the gun again.
“Sit down.”
“Why are you doing this?” I say. 
“Because I need to know,” she says. “I need to know if you've made me complicit in your little game. I need to know everything. What is Scarasse doing? He's not engaged in any criminal activities, so far as I can tell. He just keeps popping up through time. Not just in Louisiana. Everywhere. Like he's on a mission. What's he doing? What are you after? Is it him killing my travelers?”
“I don't know anything.”
“I think you do. How did you know about the travelers?”
“People talk,” I say. “I heard about it.”
“All the people who would talk are dead. Except for you and Josephine. Odd, that.”
“I saw Cruz. When I came back for my kit. He was already dead, though, I swear. You have to believe me. Cruz was already dead when I found him.”
“So you helped yourself to a kit,” she says. 
I swallow. “Yes.”
“Does that seem like the act of an emotionally adjusted man?”
“I was grieving,” I say through gritted teeth. “My daughter died. I thought it was my fault. I was distraught.”
“When I'm distraught I don't step over my dead friend and go on my merry way.”
“It wasn't–”
“What?” she says. “It wasn't your fault, Spencer? Is that what you were going to say?”
“I didn't kill him. I didn't kill any of them.”
“Didn't you, though?” she says, her voice nearly a whisper. 
The door opens and Felicia sighs, frustrated. Rita comes in with three drinks, closing the door with her foot. 
“Sorry it took so long,” she says.
“Honestly, you could have taken all day,” Felicia says, tapping another Lucky Strike out of the pack.
“I brought drinks,” Rita says cheerfully. She hands Felicia a glass filled with a brown liquid and ice, which the old woman accepts dolefully. Rita sets a glass of clear liquid in front of me, almost reverently. I look up at her and she smiles. “It's your favorite.”
“You know my favorite drink,” I say, irritated. “Fantastic. I don't even know my favorite drink.”
“Bottoms up,” she says, her smile wavering. She glances at Felicia, who is looking at Rita with her glass halfway to her lips. “Drink. Please,” Rita says.
I sniff at the liquid. It smells like rum and something sharp that I can't quite place. A light is shining in my eyes, but I can't see where it's coming from.
“What are you doing, Rita?” Felicia says. “Sit down.”
“I just brought him a drink, that's all,” she says. “Drink it, darling. You'll be glad you did.”
“Give me that,” Felicia says, reaching for my glass, but it's already to my lips. It burns on the way down and I cough, spluttering rum across the table. The fishhooks give a lurch and I groan.
“What is this...” I say, but my voice is tinny. Rita is beaming.
“It's your favorite,” she says. “It always brings you back around. Always. It's going to be just like before. Before you met her. Before Josephine got in our way. You'll see, you'll like me again. And I can call you by your real name.”
I'm doubling over, though, so I don't hear what comes next. 
Felicia is sniffing my glass, frowning. “Is that gunpowder?” 
It's the last thing I hear.
A white hot light fills up my eyes and the barbs in my belly are ripping me apart. The light begins to turn color, shades of magenta and blue and colors that don't even have a name. Felicia is screaming at Rita, who is laughing and I'm on the floor, gasping for breath. I feel something trying to come to the surface, something that's stayed hidden for so long. 
But not long enough.
“Josie,” I hear myself say. And then the world goes dark.
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
I've lost time again. 
I wake to the sound of music and the smell of cigarettes. There is a low hum of voices all around me. The music is so loud it vibrates through my chest. I can hear bottles and glasses clinking, women laughing, someone clapping. I force my eyes open and blink, trying to understand what I'm seeing. 
I'm slouched at a small table, surrounded by men and women smoking and holding drinks. A young musician with a guitar is on stage, filling the room with the best music I've ever heard. Just a small man and a guitar, but it's like magic the way he's transfixing everyone. 
“You're back,” says a disappointed voice next to me. I look and nearly fall out of my chair when I see Carrefour sitting next to me, nursing a pink drink in a martini glass. 
“What the hell is this?” I say, trying to fight the feeling of seasickness as the room starts to spin.
“That there's Sonny Mason, you heard of him?”
“What?” I say, holding onto the table for support. 
“Story is, he sold his soul to the devil to play the guitar like that,” says Carrefour, watching the man on stage playing the guitar so expertly that his hands seem a blur.
“I remember,” I say, trying to blink away the dizziness. “At a crossroads.”'
“Might have been a devil,” says Carrefour, “but it wasn't Lucifer, that's certain.” He grins at me, looking particularly dangerous, his usual top hat replaced with a fedora, the horns rising up on either side of it in an almost comical way. But his eyes burning red in the dark bar take all the humor out of it. 
“Why am I here?” I say. “What are we doing here?”
“We came to hear some good blues, brother,” says Carrefour, turning his attention back to the stage. He picks up a burning cigar out of the ashtray in front of him and takes a deep draw. 
“We came here?” I say. 
“You and me,” he says, sounding tired. “I'm not evil, McQuarrie. No matter what you think of me, I'm not so bad. You got to stop listening to Samedi. Besides, he ain't going to trouble you no more.”
“Why, what have you done?”
Carrefour turned to look at me again, his red eyes laughing. “Must be nice to see everything so plain. You must think you're as pure as the driven snow. You must think you ain't never hurt no one.” 
“I don't think that.”
“Sure you do. It's okay, though. You and me, we're the same. You'll see that in time.”
“How did I get here?”
“Through the front door,” Carrefour says, turning back to the music. “The usual way.”
“What year is it?”
“Does it matter?”
I look at the empty glass in front of me. I pick it up and sniff, smelling the sharp but languid scent of cheap rum. 
“I have to find Jo,” I say, setting the glass down.
“You don't need to worry. She's safe.”
“What did you do to her, Carrefour?”
He doesn't look at me this time, just shakes his head. “Not me, brother. You took care of that one yourself.”
I swallow hard, thinking of the blood under my fingernails earlier. I look at my hands now, but they're clean. I'm wearing a suit and a sharply pressed white shirt. I touch the fabric just to make sure it's real. Is he telling the truth? Did I come here willingly? And had I really done something to Josie?
“Please,” I say, noting the desperation in my voice. “Did I...”
He laughs as I feel a trickle of sweat drip down my prickling back. 
“I said she's safe, didn't I?” he says. “You ain't never done a thing to hurt that silly girl. Not ever.”
“Why can't I remember?” I say. I need an answer. Again, I don't know why, but I want to trust Carrefour. It doesn't make sense. Everything about him screams danger, but there's something about him that's deeply familiar. He knows me, and vice versa.
He drains his pink drink with a pinky up and sets the glass on the table, then fixes his red eyes on me. 
“Last time we made you remember, it didn't go so well.”
“The last time?”
He nods, not taking his eyes from me. He doesn't smile, and there's something mournful about him. 
“How many times have there been?” I say. 
“A few,” says Carrefour. “Do you want to see?”
“No,” I say with no hesitation. “I mean, I don't think I can. I feel like I've done something. What have I done?”
“Nothing this damn world didn't do to you first,” says Carrefour. He stands. “Come on, I want to show you something.”
“What?” I say, trepidation in my voice. I feel a panic rising in me. I look at my fingernails again, the palms of my hands, just to make sure there really isn't blood there. But they're clean. I'm clean. 
“Don't worry, brother. I don't want to hurt you.” Carrefour puts a clawed hand on my arm, and I feel a wave of warmth fill me up. Comfort. I close my eyes for a moment as the panic eases, the fear dissipates. Then I stand and let Carrefour lead me out of the bar. As we emerge into a rainy night, the water coming down in sheets, the wet air cool and refreshing, I let Carrefour walk in front of me. The water soaks into my suit, trickling into my shoes and down my neck. I look up into the sky and watch the drops descending before they splash onto my face. I feel the tickle of a memory in the back of my mind. 
“What's happening to me?” I say, my face tilted toward the sky, letting the rain wash over me. I may as well have been praying, but Carrefour answers after a time.
“You're starting to remember who you are. And it's not going to be easy, brother. It's not going to be quick, either.”
“What do you mean?” I say, and I can't look at him, not yet. I can already feel the hurt of sadness, a cold hollow beginning in my chest. I don't know why, though, not yet. 
“You're wrong about me, you know,” he says. I finally exhale and lower my face from the sky, letting the rain drip down before I open my eyes.
“How so?” I say, putting a hand over my chest to try to stop the ache that's intensifying there. I remember fishhooks. Bright light. A woman screaming.
“I never wanted to hurt Mercy,” he says. “I never wanted to take her for my own uses. I got plenty power of my own, especially after last night. You'll know that soon enough. But Mercy, I never did want to hurt her. I only wanted to find her.”
“Find her?”
“Yes, and help you put her to rest. To give you peace. Or at least a small respite from your grief. I wanted to help you find her. I wanted to see her with my own eyes, just once. Just one time.”
There is such emotion and yearning in Carrefour's voice that it throws me. I stare at him for a long time, it seems, before I speak again.
“Why?” 
Carrefour is watching me, seeming to gauge my reaction before he answers. He fiddles with an unlit cigar, surely soggy and ruined by now. He looks toward the bar, a ramshackle building that looks as though it'll barely stand up to the rain. Carrefour purses his lips.
“Because she's my niece,” he says, meeting my eyes. “Brother.”
The color of the world seems to shift. The rain turns bright white, flickering like sparks when the drops hit the ground. Carrefour is made of something so bright, I have to close my eyes against him. Not quite starlight, but darker. A red sun, glowing like magma in front of me, giving off heat so intense I feel as though I might be burned. The sky opens up and I can see every star in the sky, every star that's ever been or ever will be, billions, trillions of stars. I know their names, every one. And a nebula pulsing in the distance, a nebula of such ferocious color that it makes you ache to look at it.
I remember to breathe and force air into my lungs with a raspy gasp.
“What is this? Carrefour?” I realize we've stumbled into the street. Not just the street, but an intersection of two streets. But not an intersection...
“A crossroads,” I say.
“Yes,” Carrefour says. “Don't let it break you, brother. Don't let it bust you apart. Remember? Do you remember now?” He has his clawed hands on my shoulders and he's holding me up so I don't fall. 
“What am I seeing? Why is it all...so beautiful?”
“You seeing the way the world looks, brother,” he says, so close to me, his voice so gentle. “The way it looks when you know how to see. Look now, really look.” He lets go of my shoulders and I stagger without his support. He takes a step back and motions around us. “Do you see?”
“I can't.” I sink to my knees. “I don't understand.”
“You can't even fathom how old you are, brother, not yet. You don't understand because you're fighting it. Stop fighting it. Please. It's going to burn you up.”
Carrefour is on the ground with me, then, holding my hands. He’s so bright that he’s blinding me, making my eyes burn, tears streaming along with the rain. I begin to shiver, my whole body convulsing. 
“Make it stop. Carrefour. I can't see. Make it stop, I can't take it.” All I can see is light. And sounds are coming now, too. Voices. I remember the voices in the void, the millions of indecipherable whispers surrounding me. Jo hadn't heard them. I can hear them now, only they aren't whispers. It’s as if the voices are right beside me. Screaming, crying, pleading, moaning, I can feel every emotion but can't make out a single word. I put my hands over my ears, but I can still hear them. There are so many that they blend together, a blaring symphony of dissonance.
“Brother,” says Carrefour, his voice cutting through the din. I hear him clear as a bell and feel his hands, warm, covering my own. “You have to stop fighting it. Become what you are. You were never one of them.” His voice is kind, as though he's explaining something to a child. “You could never have her, I've told you so many times. She isn't for you.”
“Josie,” I say and I see Jo's face in my mind. She breaks through the light and I can see again. Her eyes are closed and she has a blanket wrapped around her, on a cot. It's dark, secure, and she feels safe. I feel her emotions radiating in my mind. She feels at peace and she's waiting. 
“She's waiting for me,” I say.
“No,” Carrefour pleads. “Leave her be.”
“I told her I'd never leave her.”
“And you told me the same, once upon a time. Do you remember that?” Carrefour's voice is growing heated, angry. “We would be one, don't you remember? Please remember, brother. I can't take it. This...madness, this forgetting. You cannot do this forever. The world can't take much more.” I realize he's not angry, he's frustrated and grieving. Grieving me? What have I done to the world?
“You keep calling me brother,” I say. “Is that true?” 
“You tell me.”
“I can't remember being a person before I woke up in that hospital,” I say. “I can't remember any of the things you said. Being a child. My mother. None of it.”
“Because you were never a child,” he says. “We didn't have a mother. We were born of violence and prayers for peace. Not for memories and love.” The last word he spits. “What do you know of love, anyway? You can't even remember your twin when you see him.”
“She's waiting for me,” I say. And I see Jo in my head again and realize why she's peaceful. She's not seeing spirits. She not seeing anything, and this quiet darkness is the only thing that she wants right now.
I shake my head and look up to see Carrefour staring at me.
“We're all waiting for you, my brother,” he says. “But this isn't you. Let him out. Let the real you emerge. Enough of this.”
I take a step back. The surging inside of me scares me. It is fierce and hot and stronger than anything I've ever felt. 
“Stop,” I say. “Leave me be.”
“I will never leave you be, Legba.”
“Legba,” I say, pausing, the name startling me. 
“Come out and finish what you started,” says Carrefour, taking a step toward me. “What we started. You were finally everything I wanted you to be. You stopped trying to be the only good in the world. You accepted that the world is a tragic, hard place. You and me, we were finally truly brothers. Two of a kind. Before she came along.”
“What did we start?”
“Let him go, McQuarrie. Let Legba out.”
“I can't.”
“You will. You will let him go. This facade bores me. Perhaps I'll find the girl myself.”
I straighten. This is a god, or more god than man, at least. He has great, sloping horns and glowing red eyes and towers over everyone around him. And yet, the force I can feel surging up, the force that terrifies me, it pales in comparison to the emotion rushing to the surface. Rage.
“You will not lay your filthy hands on her,” I say, and the voice is not my own. It echoes and sounds as though a giant has spoken.
“Ah, there he is,” says Carrefour, clearly pleased. He's smiling with his almost-sharp teeth, watching me with satisfaction. “Let him out, little human. We'll kill the girl together.”
I feel his heat intensify. I know now that he can't hurt me with it. He can't burn me like I thought he could, and I can see his shape now. The blood-red points of his eyes shine through his dark-star light. 
“Help the human girl. She's dying anyway, just like the others.”
“Dying?”
“All humans are dying,” he says. “But she's dying faster.”
“No,” I say. “No, that's not right. She's not exactly human anymore. She's been touched by Bondye.” I blink and know I'm telling the truth. “She can't be dying.”
“We should take her heart, like you took all the others.”
That stops me, and the light starts to burn again. The red under my fingernails, a lingering sense of dread that I’ve done something terrible. The traveler at the warehouse, Brian Cruz, a gaping hole where a hole shouldn't be. And Felicia's words when I told her I didn't kill anyone: Didn't you, though? 
“I took them,” I hear myself say. 
“You took them,” Carrefour says with pride in his voice.
“Why?”
“Because you needed them, brother. You needed their light. We needed their light.”
“Light? You mean the pieces of Bondye?”
“Residue of a god,” says Carrefour. “For us. To get away from all of this filth, to have peace, my brother. To have silence for once. Do you hear the voices now?”
I put my hands to my ears again, subconsciously trying to drown the voices out, before remembering it won't help. They're screaming now, so loud it makes my eyes water.
“I feel like I've never stopped hearing them,” I say. “What are they?”
“Prayers, brother. Wishes, fears, moments of death and life and rebirth. Everything that humanity feels comes to us.”
“Us?”
Carrefour smiles, gently this time. “Yes, brother.”
“It's so loud,” I say. “Why is it so loud?”
“But we were going to change it,” he says. He's stroking my hair. “We were going to make a place of our own before you went...”
“Went what?” I say. “Crazy?”
“It was the storm, brother. You kept seeing it in the past and the future and the present. Wherever you ran, there it was. Suffering. Such suffering as you'd never seen before. Your whole city, your favorite city, destroyed and filled with screams and violence and death. We've seen horrible things, my brother. We were born of chaos and war and suffering. But this...” I can see the shape of him again, still kneeling in front of me, still by my side. 
“Katrina,” I say. 
“You came undone,” he says sadly. “You fell apart and you weren't ever the same. You would leave for years at a time. Walking the earth, you said. You were wounded, like a human soldier who's seen too much. And it always seemed to hurt you to come back. And then one day, you didn't. You didn't come back. You disappeared from the world, just gone. I couldn't feel you in any timeline, past, present, future. As if you erased yourself from everything.”
“How did you find me?” I say.
“I didn't find you,” Carrefour says. “You called me, brother. You asked me to bring her back, this child. And when I touched you, I knew it was you. And I could feel the power in you, so full of stars. Not just stars, that was the old you. But full of colors so bright I thought I would just fall into them. They bloomed in your head, growing large, so grand that I was afraid I would suffocate on the beauty. But I knew you, even though you were full of God now. I knew my brother had finally come home.” He lets out a shaky breath. “But you didn't know me. You still don't.”
“I would never do those things,” I say. “I'm not a killer.”
“No, brother, not a killer,” he says. “You're loa. But that's not true either, is it?”
“What is true? Is Jo really dying?”
Carrefour chuckles and I can see the shape of him shaking his head, the glint of white teeth as he smiles. “You're a god now. Or you will be, when you're finished. One girl isn't going to stop us. She'll be dead soon and we can be together again.”
“No!” I say, and suddenly I'm standing. I don't remember getting up, but I have my hands in front of me, holding my palms out toward Carrefour. Toward my brother, if he's to be believed. I don't know what's real anymore. All I can do is try to make sense of what I see. But there is no sense to what is happening right in front of my eyes.
Carrefour is in the air, held there by something that crackles and burns at his skin and wraps around him, turning his clothes to ash. He's screaming. And the thing holding him there, the white hot something that sizzles against his skin and shoots off sparks of the most vibrant colors, of magenta and blue and violet and green, it's coming from me. The palms of my hands burn like fire. And as I concentrate, I can see through the light now, I can see Carrefour, his eyes pleading, his mouth open in horror. 
I take a step back, pulling my hands away with a cry. I scream when electricity shoots through me, making my hair stand on end. Carrefour has collapsed onto the ground and is silently watching me.
“I'm sorry!” I scream, staring at my hands. I take another step back. I look at Carrefour. He can't possibly be my brother. Can he? I think of Josephine, Carrefour's promises to kill her, his assurances that she's dying. “Josie, she's all I've got.”
Carrefour's mouth opens and closes before he's able to speak.
“No, she's not.”
I take another step backwards, away from Carrefour, away from all this pain. Another jolt of electricity shudders its way through me.
“Legba,” Carrefour says, sitting up with some effort. “Please, brother.” He holds out a hand, as if pleading for me to stay, but as he stands I can see something ghostly coming from his extended arm. Something that the rain can't touch. It emerges from Carrefour's sleeve like smoke, gradually taking form, changing from gray to something so lifelike that it takes my breath away. In moments, the smoke has become a man, as tall as me, complete with a smoky red waistcoat and a top hat. His mouth is open in a silent scream.
I stumble as I recognize him, falling back into a mud puddle, feeling the rain coming down like needles all over my skin. 
“Baron Samedi,” I breathe. “What have you done, Carrefour?”
“What have we done,” Carrefour corrects. 
“What?”
“You're not as good as you think, brother,” Carrefour says. He moves his arm and Samedi moves with him, like a puppet. His eyes have lost their fire, their ever-moving flames. The Baron’s eyes are just two black holes in a Edvard Munch face, his mouth perpetually open in horror.
“Why?” I say. I can barely breathe. The rain becomes white hot and glowing again. I can see the power filling Carrefour like millions of stars. He wasn't like that before, was he? He's stronger now, and I realize he didn't fight me when I had him in the air. He wouldn't fight me. But he could have. 
“He took our Mercy away,” says Carrefour, his voice grave. The street, so dark before, is bathed in light coming from within him. I look down and see the same light inside of myself. I touch my chest, where a galaxy swirls. I can see it now, I can see it all. It's not fishhooks at all. It's everything. I look up at Carrefour.
“He was trying to save us,” I say. “All of us.”
“Are you sad to see Samedi like this?” he says. “Look deep inside yourself. This is your brother, though not your twin. He took your child. Killed her, hid her, lied to you. Does it make you aggrieved to see him reduced so?”
I meet Carrefour's eyes, so much brighter than they've ever been before. I look at Baron Samedi, so like a puppet that he doesn't seem real. I answer Carrefour before I can think about it.
“No,” I say, disgusted with myself. With my truthful reply so devoid of goodness. My mind flashes on a face, a woman, scuffed and dirty, holding out her hand. You promised to help me, McQuarrie, she says, a Boston accent making each word a hatchet. I shake my head, somehow knowing I don't want the memory. I don't want to know what I did when I lost time. 
“Samedi killed her, that sweet baby. Your Mercy,” Carrefour says.
“Yes,” I say. I feel the grief stirring again, shoved deep down inside me, but threatening to boil over once more. It was five years for Jo. Five years to recover. It seemed that for everyone involved it was ancient history. The death of my daughter. But for me, it happened days ago. My little girl, murdered by my own brother. By Baron Samedi. “I helped you do this? We shackled Samedi together?”
“You gave your permission, Legba. It's the same as being there. We make a good team. Always have. You were the good and I was...well. The other side of your coin. Your twin. But this madness, this thing that's happened to you. It makes you better. You have power now, power you used to waste on humans. To make their lives better, to help them procreate, to bring them luck, to heal them. They never appreciate it. They forget so easy.”
“What have I done to Josie?” I say.
“What you had to do to save that foolish woman.” He looks at me, seeming to falter. “You wanted to bring her with us. When the time comes. You made me promise not to hurt her long ago. I just assumed you'd get past this.”
“Is she okay?”
“Legba, enough about Josephine,” Carrefour says. “What about you? Soon I'll be as strong as you. It's only a matter of hard work. I'll have them all.”
“All?”
“I was trying to help them. But they're all against me. They'll regret their actions in the end.”
“Who, the loa?” 
“Look around you, Legba. This city is full of spirits. Can you not see them?” His tone was one of concern, as though he were surprised at my ignorance.
“I don't want to see them,” I say.
“Brother. My heart is your heart. If you feel strongly about the girl, after all this time, I will stand with you. I will protect her.” He’s tense, as if it pains him to say the words. “If that's what you want.”
“It's what I want. To protect Josie. It's all I want.”
“I wish you would believe me. You're better as Legba. Can't you just let him go, McQuarrie?”
“I can't.”
“Then you must open your eyes. You're the same. You're the same person, the same loa. Soon the same god.”
“We're not the same,” I say. “He's a killer.”
“As are you. He didn't kill until the girl came along. It was love that drove him mad.”
“I thought you said it was Katrina.”
He shrugs, as if it's unimportant.
“She's going to die,” I say, and I can barely say the words. They're so quiet when they come that I can barely hear them myself. But Carrefour hears, and he smiles.
“She is. If you can't see what she sees, if you can't accept what you are, you're never going to save her. All that we're doing, Legba and me, it's all to keep us safe. I'm doing it for you, and you for her. That's what you said tonight. It's all for her. You care nothing for me, even at your best. But if we're together, it won't matter. You'll learn to love me again.”
“All we're doing?” I say weakly.
“Another world, brother. All for us. The three of us.”
“It's a mistake,” I say. “It'll tear all the other worlds apart.”
“It's worth the risk,” says Carrefour. “This world isn't worth the dirt it's built on.”
“All the people,” I say. “Mothers and sisters, brothers and fathers. Everyone. They'll die. Or worse.”
“Yes. And your beloved Josephine will live. Hallelujah.”
I can't speak any longer because my breath has stopped coming. I gasp in air, but it doesn't seem to quite reach my lungs. The voices are growing louder. 
“This version of you, Legba,” says Carrefour, “so weak. Just accept who you are and stop with this limp vanilla goodness. If you want to save your woman, you have to be strong. You have to see.”
“See the ghosts,” I gasp.
“Just look, brother. Look.”
I blink. The rain is easing up, the drops not so heavy, the water from my hair only dripping down my back instead of streaming. On the horizon, a light. Dawn is coming. And I see a shimmer on the street, like waves of heat on a hot day. I blink and rub my eyes.
“Look, look again, my sweet brother.”
I do. I look and focus on the shimmer. It seems to be wrapping around itself, becoming denser, gaining substance. And like Baron Samedi coming from Carrefour's arm, it becomes a person. Almost a person. Small like a child and transparent, but it looks at me dolefully.
“Help me,” it whispers, in a voice like the wind. 
I see another spirit form next to it, a few inches taller.
“Help me,” it says, echoing the first.
Another and another and another, until we are surrounded by ghosts. I turn around, seeing them all, hearing their cries, like a strong cold breeze in my ears. Help me, help me, help me, Legba. They grow louder and louder until I can barely see for all the noise.
“Very good,” says Carrefour, sounding almost sad, his voice cutting through the cacophony. “Now you're ready.”
“For what?” I breathe, forgetting everything, not taking my eyes from the all the hollow eyes on me. Their voices add to the chaos of the prayers, the screams already in my head. 
“To save her. You bring her home, McQuarrie. Bring the girl home and we'll save her together.”
“At what cost?” I say, finally tearing my eyes from the spirits. 
“What is it worth to save the person you love?” Carrefour says, his voice low. “I would think it would be worth everything.” He stares at me for a moment. “But what do I know?”
I feel something cold in my pocket start to vibrate. I reach in and pull out the pocket watch, radiating golden light and letting off a shrill whine as it shivers in my hand. I look up at Carrefour, who shrugs.
“You're going to have to talk to your friend Scarasse about that,” he says. 
“Scarasse...” I say, but when I look back up, Carrefour is gone. The watch is growing warmer, brighter, shaking more intensely, seeming to make even my bones rattle against each other. The metal is hot now, so hot it's burning me. I watch as a tendril of light rises from my hand, the watch shaking so hard that I can hardly keep a hold on it. Then with an internal thud, the watch pulls in on itself, the rounded gold crumpling toward the inside of the watch. The light is rising up and circling around my head, dancing through the air, crackling with life. The face of the watch is shattered, the hands no longer ticking. It's dead. And as I stare, open-mouthed at the light, it suddenly becomes one brilliant point in front of my eyes, like a star but too close. I shade my eyes against the brightness, as the star rises, hovering above me, above the street, above the bar and all the ghosts who still watch me, whispering their pleas. 
Then it dives. I feel it like a knife in my chest, and in horror I look down to see it burrowing its way into my sternum, ripping through skin and muscle and bone. I open my mouth to cry out as I am filled with light, with power, and every cell in my body crackles with energy. It shines out of the ends of my fingers and eyes and open, screaming mouth. 
There is a smell of burning, a sharp gasp of hundreds of breaths, burning hair and skin and wood. And when I can see again, there is no saloon. There is no neighborhood. There is no guitar player, no happy, drinking, laughing people. No bartenders or waitresses, no one. Only a blackened, smoking pile of rubble. And more ghosts, every size and shape. I blink at them. 
But all they can do is scream. 
I curl into a ball, covering my ears, trying not to let the light out. Trying to stay sane. Because none of this is real. It can't be real. I'm trapped in a nightmare where gods love me and I kill people without meaning to. A nightmare where my daughter is dead and my dying wife can't stop seeing ghosts. A nightmare where I have to save her, but I don't know how. 
I suddenly know that the only person who can help me, the only person who can ease my pain is Jo. I have to go to her. She's the only one who can save me. She can make me stop hurting.
“Josie,” I whisper. “Help me.”
When I open my eyes, the ghosts are gone and the sun is rising, illuminating the black rainclouds. I take my hands from my ears to find complete silence. But as I look over the flattened landscape in front of me, the silence is somehow worse than the chaos.
I walk where the bar used to be. Sonny Mason playing music, people laughing and having fun. It's still burning, smoldering, the building. And I see a charred arm sticking out of the rubble. A man's shoe. A woman's face, her mouth open in a scream, just like Baron Samedi made of smoke. Only this person hadn't been made of smoke. She was flesh and bone.
I murdered her. I murdered all of them. I am everything Carrefour said I was and worse. I look down at my hand, to see if the watch is still there. 
But when I open my fist, golden dust falls to the ground around my feet. And my hand is empty.
 
They're dead and I killed them. They're all dead.
“No, no, no, no,” I say. But it's like someone else speaking, someone else has my voice. How did this happen? What was happening to me? As I pull my hand back, I can still hear myself whispering. I feel myself being lifted up, hands on my arms.
“No, no, no, no,” I say, I can't stop saying it. “No, no, no.”
“Come on, my friend,” says a soft voice with a Creole lilt. I can't tear my eyes away from what I've done. The woman's burned face, staring at the sky. The rain has put out the coals and now the air smells of cold charred meat. I gag, but nothing comes up. I can't remember the last time I ate. But I remember what Carrefour said about the hearts and the dry heaving intensifies.
“No, no,” I say. I'm shaking my head. “No, no.” The ghosts are screaming and I can't stop looking at the dead woman's face. 
“You can't help them, Legba,” says the speaker. I turn my head slowly, feeling as if I'm moving through water. Louis Scarasse is holding me upright, looking at me with concern. This isn't right. This isn't how things are. 
“I'm sorry,” I whisper to Scarasse, but I'm really talking to the dead woman. To the others under the ashes. To goddamn Sonny Mason. 
“Legba, we should go,” Scarasse says, urging me along.
I blink at him. “What's that name?” I say.
“Name?”
“That you called me,” I say. “What did you call me?”
“Legba,” he says. “It's your name. It's time to stop forgetting.”
“Legba,” I say, and I feel a tear fall down my cheek. It feels like mourning, but it's not for the dead man or Mercy or anyone else. I'm mourning a loss, but it's me. I realize I'm afraid, but not of Scarasse.
“I'm not ready,” I say. “I'm not ready to remember.”
“Why?” says Scarasse.
“I need to find Josie.”
“You will,” says Scarasse. I don't remember walking, but suddenly we're at his car. “You can save her better than anyone else, Legba.”
“Stop it.”
“Stop saying your name?” says Scarasse. “You need to remember, sir. You need to remember soon, or it's all for nothing. I have all the devices, just like you asked. All but three. And another, but I think you're the one who took it.”
“Devices,” I say. 
“Yes,” he says, opening the door and motioning me into the car. I stare at him, unmoving.
“You and I, we're friends,” I say.
“Something like that. I don't really think you have friends.”
“Because I'm Legba.”
“Yes. It will come back. It always does.”
I'm holding my hands in fists and I squeeze tighter. I can feel blood dripping through my fingers and staining my pale suit. The pain is keeping me here, keeping me on this plane. I squeeze harder, as hard as I can. 
“You're bleeding,” says Scarasse.
I can feel the memory coming in my mind. I'm afraid the light will start again, and I open my mouth to warn Scarasse. But then, when it comes, it's not light. Not light at all. It's oh so dark. And beautiful and violent and so completely a part of me, though I hadn't known it before. It fits.
I remember.
And it hurts.
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
I woke up.
I don't remember when I decided to sleep, or if it's really even that simple, but I remember opening my eyes and seeing Josephine's face. She was older than I remembered, but still so beautiful. I reached out to touch her and realized it was pouring rain. I stroked her wet hair, her smooth, dripping cheek. She barely seemed to notice me. Her eyes were wide and she looked beyond.
“You can see them now,” I said, my voice feeling scratchy and unused. “All the souls I couldn't save. It pains me to look at them.”
She focused on me now and, no matter how many times she looked at me, it was always startling. Those dark eyes, probing eyes, truthful eyes. She slid those eyes over my face.
“You're not Spencer,” she said. Then her pretty eyes rolled up into her head and she fell into me. I caught her, surprised at how weak I felt. My head swam and my belly growled. I felt very human. I liked it.
I carried Josephine into the clock shop and up the stairs, the clocks ticking as I passed through. Time. I had so little time to do what I needed to do. Jo had so little time. She was dying, like the others, but faster. I could keep going on and on and on, but what was the point without her? 
Grief had aged her prematurely. There were lines around her mouth and eyes, and gray was starting to streak her black hair. I liked her this way. But I could see the brightness of Bondye in her, so much brighter than the other travelers. I needed to stop it. I needed to make her more to stay with me. I couldn't just keep her from burning up. I had to make her something other.
I placed her on the bed and she curled against the pillow, so exhausted that she didn't even stir when I wrapped her in warm blankets. I pulled a pale suit out of the wardrobe and laid it across the chair. Then I went into the bathroom to shower. I jumped when I looked in the mirror. I'd been human for too long. I was starting to look like my old self. Bristly whiskers covered my cheeks and chin, coming out silver in patches. Short dark hair, wet and curling tightly toward my lined forehead, was going gray at the temples. I would have to find Scarasse, else I wouldn't have the power to do what needed to be done. 
When I finished, I dressed, slipping on some shining loafers. My eyes lighted on Jo's kit, a silver case in the corner of the room. I picked it up and set it on the chair, opening it easily. It was unlocked. But when I looked for the gold watch inside, it was gone. I looked at Jo, breath rising and falling under the blankets and I smiled. My Josephine was clever. She probably had the watch hidden away somewhere.
I put the case back where I found it and headed out the door. Scarasse would find me, it was his establishment, after all. And when I walked into Sparrow's Rest, he was sitting at the end of the bar, nursing a drink and looking at some papers. 
“It's you,” he said. “Is it you?”
“Of course,” I said. “Get me a drink.”
Scarasse ducked under the counter and appeared behind the bar, shooing away the bartender. He pulled an old bottle out from the back of a cabinet and blew dramatically, as though dusting it off. It wasn't dusty, but I pretended to be impressed. He filled a glass with the clear liquid, then added some black powder from a small tube and mixed it with a glass swizzle stick. He set the concoction theatrically in front of me, watching.
I didn't say anything, just picked up the glass and downed the drink. It tingled through me, the gunpowder adding a spice to the back of my throat. It reminded me of Haiti, of the rebellion, and for a moment my nostrils filled with the smell of hot blood, the smell of freedom. But the feeling passed and I motioned for Scarasse to make me another. He did, and I drank the second just as quickly as the first. Then I stood, nodding in approval.
“Do you have them?” I said.
He nodded. “It took some time, but I found them. All but three.”
“No matter. I know where they are. And one was taken from you. By McQuarrie.” Twelve watches. That's how many trinkets it took to disassemble myself. Jo had one, Felicia another. And the third had already been used up by Spencer McQuarrie. I could feel it inside of me, and I was starting to remember what it was like to be myself again. 
“Ah, I see.” Scarasse frowned, but it soon passed when he saw me watching him. “I have a...surprise,” he said, seeming nervous. 
“Tell me on the way.”
When we were settled in Scarasse's gaudy car, I watched him. “You know your driver doesn't work for you?” I said, nodding through the glass partition at the large head of the behemoth in the front seat.
“So I've been told,” Scarasse said. “But the Baron would kill me without a second thought if anything happened to his man.”
“No matter,” I said. “My brother will find Baron Samedi. You take care of the driver.”
“Now?”
“No, not now,” I said, irritated. “After I leave.”
“Isn't Baron Samedi your brother, too?” said Scarasse, seeming timid. He knew I didn't like questions.
“I don't consider anyone who kills my daughter family,” I said, sipping at the flask that Scarasse kept always in the car. “I won't save him. I would have once. The world has made me cold, I'm afraid. Carrefour will do what it takes.”
It was quiet for a long time, and I drank in the scenery. It was dark, but it made little difference to me. I missed the backcountry, and rolled down my window to breathe in the thick, swampy air.
“About the surprise,” said Scarasse. “I found the last traveler.”
“Felicia?” I said.
“No,” he said.
“Good, I rather like her.”
“His name is Grady. Miles Grady. White fella, real quiet.”
“You have him out at the cabin?” I said. 
“Yes, sir.”
“Good.”
It was another two hours before we arrived, the driver peeling off the main road and down a bumpy dirt road, fraught with ruts filled with muddy water from the rains. And when we pulled in, the old woman who Scarasse kept there was sitting on a rickety porch, staring out at the swamp with sightless eyes. She raised her nose as we got out of the car, as if sniffing the air.
“The gators are restless,” she said. “They'd like a bit of white man.”
“How do you know he's white?” I said.
Her weathered face split into a semi-toothless grin.
“I just know, Papa. That's all.” She stood up from her old rocker with a creak, finding her cane nearby, a carved wooden snake. “Ain't seen you in a long time. Where you been?”
“In a man,” I said. 
“How was that?”
“Enlightening.” I walked up the wobbly steps to the porch and took her cold, frail hand. “Mahalia, you look lovely.”
“Don't make a mess, cher,” she said. “Harder for me to get around these days.”
“Sorry to hear that.”
“Ain't nothing for it,” she said, sitting back down in her rocker. “You do what you have to do, Papa.” I reached for the doorknob of the cabin, but turned when Mahalia spoke again. “You know, you lose hope, and it's a lot like insanity. You got to have hope, Papa. You got to. Else you may as well lie down with the gators.”
“I don't think they'd like the taste of me.”
“You being smart, but you know. You know what it is you need to get your hope back. What's her name, this hope of yours?”
“Can't you see it?” I said. “You see everything else.”
“I see a face. She's dying.”
“That's why I'm here.”
“She won't love you for it, though.”
The words chilled me, and I turned and went into the house. There was the familiar smell of wetness, mildew and slow decay. The cabin was scrubbed clean, as usual, though it was sparse. Two rocking chairs instead of furniture, a table shoved against the wall, hardly big enough for more than one person, herbs strung across the ceiling with string. The tiny kitchen contained a variety of colored bottles lined neatly across the windowsill, full of various liquids. An empty cage that smelled strongly of livestock and still contained a few feathers. And next to the cage, a man, hogtied and lying on his belly. His eyes were closed, a wicked bruise across his cheek. I could feel his heart beating, hear his blood flowing through his veins. 
“He's still alive,” I said.
“I thought you might need him,” said Scarasse. “You said to keep them alive if I came across them locally. Instead of cutting it out and bringing it to you.”
“Where did you find him?”
“The clock shop. He said he was from Boston, but heard there were still travelers in New Orleans. He was looking for your Josephine.”
“Well he found me, after a fashion.”
“He won't be glad, I don't think.”
“Maybe not,” I said. “But it's what needs to be done. For her.”
“For her,” agreed Scarasse. 
“Do you have them?” I said. “Are they all here?”
Scarasse answered by lifting a threadbare rug and lifting a slat of wood from the floor. He pulled up a rusty metal box and handed it to me. I took it reverently and closed my eyes.
“Should I even dare to be whole again?”
Scarasse shrugged stupidly, replacing the wood. “I liked you whole just as well as now, if it helps. But I never get to see you.”
“That's not true,” I said. “You've been pestering him.”
“Only to do as you asked,” he said. “To see if he was starting to remember.”
“That business with Laveau. I should kill you.”
“I'm sorry, Legba. A moment of weakness. I miss you.”
“And Rita nearly ruined everything. Now Felicia is looking for McQuarrie. Badly played.”
“I didn't know she'd go over to the other side.”
“There is no other side,” I said. “There is me, and that's all.”
“Understood.”
“Don't ever try to kill him again. Or you will end badly, Scarasse.”
He swallowed thickly, afraid to meet my eyes. I turned from him and opened the metal box. The contents shone, bathing my face in white light.
“No matter how much of myself I hide away,” I said, staring into the box, “there will always be some part of me that remains. We can change ourselves, but it never lasts long. Our power is in who we are, not who we want to be. And that will always keep me from being only a man. It makes me something else, makes me remember.”
“You don't want to remember who you are?” said Scarasse, watching me carefully. 
“I like who I am with her,” I said. “Who I was with her. When we were a family.”
“Maybe you can be again.”
“Not like before, old friend,” I said. “We're going to have to be something else now. As they like to say, the jig is up. Now if Josephine wants to be with me, if she wants to survive, she's going to have to join me.”
“Do you think she will?”
I looked sharply at Scarasse and he flinched. I turned back to the box in my hands. “I don't know,” I admitted. “But I know how to help her. I know how to give her peace.” I closed the box and looked at the traveler on the floor. “Give me your knife, Louis.”
Scarasse handed me a knife from an ankle sheath and I tested the blade. 
“Let me do it,” he said. “You shouldn't get your nice suit dirty.”
I shook my head. “I need to do this one.”
“Is it for her?”
“It's for her,” I said. “Flip him over. It's time to get to work.”
 
When Scarasse dropped me off at the clock shop, I carried two packages: the rusty metal box and a soft parcel wrapped in newspaper, leaking through and staining my jacket. I walked up the stairs and entered the small kitchenette before I checked on Jo. I stripped off my coat and tossed it on the table, then set to work. I unwrapped the newspaper atop a dinner plate and looked at the contents. 
The traveler's heart was shining with fragments of power, Bondye magic. It was riddled with the luminescent light, and gleamed like a ruby radiant in the ribbons of nebula. It would have taken this man a long time to die. But Jo was more important. She had so little time.
I took a knife from the drawer, sharpening it over and over until it was razor sharp. Then, laying the blade atop the heart, I set to work. I moved the knife back and forth, slowly, precisely. I sliced it thin, nearly transparent. Until the entire heart lay on the plate, a pile of what looked like glowing ribbons. I got some eggs out of the icebox and broke them into a frying pan. 
When I arranged the slices over the eggs, it looked like a breakfast from a five-star restaurant. Still, the slices of human heart glowed with magic. I carried the plate into the bedroom where Jo was now sitting up in bed, watching the window, her eyes hollow and bruised from exhaustion, her face sallow. I could see Bondye inside of her, burning her up.  
Rather than settling in her own heart, Miles Grady would make her body stronger for a time, strong enough to keep her from burning. But it would only be a temporary fix. And Grady had been the last traveler, not counting Felicia. I didn't want to kill Felicia. An odd darkness surrounded Dr. Felicia Rakovski, which usually meant she would soon play a part. But I couldn't say what it was or if it was even important. 
But that wasn't why I didn't want to kill her. I liked Felicia. She was tough and smart and despite her acceptance of the watches, she had a low tolerance for tomfoolery. To be honest, I wished Spencer McQuarrie was more like Felicia. 
I sat next to Josephine on the bed, but she didn't notice.
“Jo,” I said, and she started, glancing at me for a full second before looking past my shoulder. I followed her gaze, but even I couldn't see anything there. I would need more of my old power for that. “What are you seeing?”
“Children,” she breathed. “They're everywhere. Can't you see them?”
“No.”
“You will. We're all going to the same place. And this world is already Hell.”
“It's not,” I said. “I can help you if you let me. I can make them go away.”
She focused on my face this time.
“You're not Spencer,” she said for the second time. “Why is your shirt covered in blood? Your pants, too.”
“I hurt myself,” I said, getting up and taking fresh clothes out of the cabinet. “I am Spencer. And he is me. We're both one person. The same person.”
“Then who am I?” she said, watching me dress. Her eyes filled with tears. “I don't know anymore. All the voices, all the children, they talk to me all day and all night. They wake me up, they try to touch me, but they go right through. But when they linger, my skin is so cold. I'm so cold all the time.” She shivered, as if demonstrating. “I want to help them, but I can't. I'm just human, I'm just one woman. I don't know how to help them.”
“Neither do I,” I said, the familiar fishhooks, as McQuarrie called them, rising up, catching in my chest, scattering my thoughts. I closed my eyes for a moment and drove the light down again. This was McQuarrie's fault. He wasn't supposed to call Carrefour in his moment of grief and madness; it had undone every sacrifice I'd made. It broke his mind and he was having a hell of a time keeping it together. And now I was too weak to control the power. It had once been so effortless. 
“You have to eat,” I said, holding up the plate of food. “You'll die if you don't. You have to keep up your strength, Josephine.”
“Spencer never calls me Josephine,” she said, but her eyes were elsewhere again. She covered her ears with shaking hands as silent tears streamed down her face.
I picked up the fork and offered her some eggs. Obediently, she opened her mouth. Chewed and swallowed. She wasn't here any longer. Her head was with the children, wherever they were. When I was at full power, I could help her more. But for now, I would give her what she needed to help herself.
I stabbed the fork into a slice of Miles Grady's heart and she opened her mouth and ate it. 
She didn't look at me again, but continued to eat every bite on the plate. Her breath was coming fast by the end, her eyes shining and her skin glowing. I tucked her into bed and she closed her eyes. She would sleep now. I buttoned up the clean shirt and smoothed my pants.
She knew I wasn't him.
Maybe my human self and the loa were bleeding into one other, but it hurt that she knew. It hurt like the way I felt when I found out Mercy was dead. 
She was his daughter, I'd always told myself that. I would leave him be and let him have a life for a time. I would let him have his family, because when I would wake up in the middle of the night, when McQuarrie slept, I would look beside me and see her. Josephine, beautiful and serene in sleep. And sometimes I would get up and sit in Mercy's room. I would watch that baby sleep, seeing the stars shining through her skin, and I knew that she came from me. 
It hurt like a wound when she died. A wound that never healed. She was my daughter, too. She was my child. And it was time for a family meeting.
I transformed myself to the form they were accustomed to, an old man with a white beard. My twin, Carrefour wasn't there, but Baron Samedi was. My brother Loko and my sister, Ayiza, her lover, Bollah, by her side. I stared at him, just as powerful as Ayiza, though he hadn't always been. 
“Where have you been, Legba?” Samedi said, his words polite but his tone assuming authority that he didn't have.
“Exploring the vast world,” I said. “Where are the others? There are so few.”
“Don't be a fool,” Samedi said. “You know what's happening. If you don't, you really are lost to us.”
“I can't feel them anymore,” Loko said. “They're missing.” He had leaves in his hair and a smudge of dirt on his nose.
“Missing,” Samedi scoffed. “We know where they are, we're just too afraid to say it.”
“You don't know it's Carrefour,” said Ayiza. “Accusing him will open doors we cannot close.”
“Perhaps they don't want to be found,” said Bollah. “Like Marinette.”
“Maybe Marinette is dead, too,” said Loko.
“Enough of this,” I said. “It's not why I came.” I was still staring at Bollah, who seemed unnerved and looked to my sister.
“How did you become a loa, Bollah?” I said. Ayiza glared at me, as though this were an impertinent question.
“Are you questioning his right to be here?” she said, nostrils flaring. “You may be Legba, but you do not want my wrath, brother.”
“I'm asking an honest question,” I said.
“First answer me,” said Loko. “Is it true you went mad?”
I turned my eyes to him, letting them shine brightly, as brightly as I dared. If my siblings knew that I was mostly human, my life would be in danger. Loko, strong though he was, quailed under the starlight. He'd seen what I could do at full power.
“I...wasn't myself,” I said.
“And now?” said Samedi.
“Now,” I said, looking into his face. He didn't flinch. “Now I'm asking Bollah a question.” I turned to him. “How did you become a loa?”
“That is private,” said Ayiza, standing to her full height. 
“Please?” I said, meaning to be polite, but my voice came out desperate.
“You have a woman,” she said, realization dawning on her. She sat down and took Bollah's hand. “Or, perhaps a man?”
“Will you tell me?” I said.
“Legba, what are you thinking of doing?” said Samedi. “Surely not bringing another loa into the world?”
“Shut up, Samedi,” I said. “You were just complaining there weren't enough of us.”
“You cannot do this, Legba. I will find her.” Samedi said the words calmly, as if I should expect as much from family. “It's not the time. We're in crisis.”
I turned and Samedi finally flinched. He took a step back as I tried to control the emotion that was surely on my face. 
“I won't help you with this,” said Samedi.
“I didn't ask you to,” I said. “But you will leave us alone. She's not yours, Samedi.”
“She shouldn't be yours, either,” he said, looking pompous as ever. “We are not for the humans, you and I. We're too powerful. Humans don't know what to do with even a sliver of our power. You'll burn her up.”
“I saw you, Samedi,” I said, my voice low. Samedi's eyes widened. “You begged a human for help, didn't you, brother? You and all your power, and you ran to a human when the waters were choppy.”
“How did you know...” Samedi started, then looked at the faces watching him. Loko raised an eyebrow. “I accomplished a task that had...unforeseen side effects. I spoke to the human to show compassion.”
“And to ask for his help,” I said. I knew I shouldn't flaunt my secret in front of my siblings. I wanted to gauge if Samedi knew that Spencer McQuarrie and I were the same, but the look on his face was so deliciously embarrassed. It helped stifle my rage to humiliate him.
“This isn't about me, Legba,” said Samedi, poking a blunt finger into my chest. “You know as well as I do that sometimes a human can do a job that a loa cannot. The man has a connection to Carrefour.”
“And what connection is that?” I said, brushing his finger away.
“I don't know,” Samedi said. “But he's been to see Bondye. A human. Not just a glance, either. He went to the void and stayed there for a long while on multiple occasions. Only you and I have the power to do that, Legba. Bondye should have burned him up. I think there's a chance he can stop Carrefour.”
“Are you saying that I'm not as powerful as you?” said Ayiza, standing again. “Laying eyes on a sleeping god means nothing. The true power is here on earth.”
“You have not seen the things that we have,” said Samedi. “You've not been where we have. It's not a judgment, it's a fact.”
“Because you've seen Bondye?” she said, spitting on the ground. “I've seen humanity. Is that not magic enough for you? Humans creating, losing, feeling, and still carrying on. All of life is magic, Samedi. Some of us don't need a sleeping god to help us feel it.”
“You don't have that power,” I said, looking straight at Samedi.
Samedi froze. “What did you say?”
I smiled. “You're not permitted in the void any longer, are you, Samedi? You were cast out. By the very creature you claim was a...what was the word? Unforeseen side effect?”
“You can't possibly know all this,” Samedi said. “Who told you?”
I smiled benevolently at my brothers and sisters. “You know what I think?” I met Samedi's eyes. “Sometimes there just isn't enough mercy in this world. Would you say that's true, brother?”
Samedi blanched. “This is not a meeting.” His fiery eyes were somehow cold. “And I won't be a part of this.” 
“I didn't ask you to be.”
He turned, then seemed to think better of it, and looked back at me. “If I see her, Legba, if I meet this lover of yours, I will end her.”
I took another step toward Samedi, but he slipped through the fabric before I could say another word, the hole in reality closing with a burst of dry wind. I turned to my brother, Loko.
“And you, brother?” I said. “Do you stand with Samedi? Do you think murdering the woman I love is the answer?”
“Samedi didn't leave us like you,” said Loko. “Samedi didn't run away like a coward when things went bad.”
“I don't think of it as cowardice,” I said. “Many humans leave their families to start their own. A wife, a house, a job.”
“We are not human.”
“Ever the creative thinker, Loko,” I said. 
“I stand with Samedi, yes,” he said. “This cannot be, Legba.”
“Baron Samedi won't be around forever,” I said with a smile.
Loko took a step back, gliding through the fabric and out of the world soundlessly.
I looked to my sister.
“How?” I said. “How did Bollah become one of us?”
She hesitated, her eyes on the place Loko had been standing. I thought for a moment she would take Bollah's hand and pull him away, like Samedi and Loko had done. But after a time, she spoke again.
“You have to be selfless. That shouldn't be a problem for the great Papa Legba.” She arched an eyebrow. “But you haven't been Legba for some time now, have you?”
“I did feel as though I lost myself,” I said. “Katrina, all the screams, all the people crying out my name. So many lost souls. And the storm. I kept seeing it over and over, kept watching my people die without hope over and over again. I was powerless, Ayiza. I couldn't help them, no matter how many times I tried. I went back a hundred, a thousand times. Always the same outcome. ”
“And your precious Bondye?” she said. “How much help was He?”
I looked away.
Ayiza looked to Bollah, then back at me. She felt sorry for me, I could tell. It should have angered me, but it didn't. She gave a sigh and a shrug.
“I gave myself to him,” she said. “Body and soul. I made him mine and he made me his. And then I offered him my power. It can't be just a little bit of power, Legba. It's all your power or nothing. A little bit will get her nowhere. It will make her a little stronger, a pale reflection. I've seen what you can do, my brother. If you give her all you have, it will take her breath away. But if you don't give her everything, if you don't sacrifice yourself to her, she'll still grow old. She'll still die. She'll still rot. And that's what drives us, isn't it? The thought of our lovers slowly decaying in front of our eyes. We the ageless, we the little gods. That we are impotent in the face of time. That's what breaks us.”
“Yes,” I breathed. “Yes, it is.”
“All of it,” she said. “You have to share the power. You will become one. So you have to be sure, you have to know that you are one heart. You have to know if she will be as selfless as you. Because if she tries to take it for her own, it's going to kill her.”
“Kill her?” I said.
“Oh, yes. She's not like us. If she betrays you, your strength will destroy her, whether you want it to or not. But with your help, she will become her own loa, with her own gifts. If you can bear to be apart.”
I watched as she stroked Bollah's back as she spoke, and he had his hand on her waist. They hadn't stopped touching each other for the entire time we'd been here. I wondered if they ever stopped touching. And when I thought of Jo, I wasn't sure of the last time she'd touched Spencer. The last time she'd touched me.
I blinked and realized that I now thought of McQuarrie as myself. His memories were mine. And the feel of them twisted in my chest, like the light from the watch, forcing its way through my sternum.
“I have to go,” I said. 
“Where?”
“To find Carrefour.”
 
I found him easily. I always could. He was standing in the street, a clear night sky above him. 
“I've just seen you,” he said, not looking away from the odd, thin house.
“This is where her family lives,” I said. “Why are you here?”
“I've just seen you, brother. I've seen him.”
“Ah.”
“McQuarrie. How common.”
“What will you do?”
He shook his head. “You can't have her. She cannot be one of us, she's far too broken.”
“So am I.”
“And look at you.” He finally did look at me, his eyes glowing red in the dark. “Hardly even a loa. Hardly even a god. You should have stayed human.”
“I can save her, Carrefour. I just need time.”
“She doesn't love you,” he said. “She loves him. The human, not the diminished god.”
“I can be myself again,” I said. “I have everything I need.”
“You've been eating hearts to stay strong. You've been feeding them to her to keep her alive.”
“Do you disapprove?”
“No,” he said, pulling out a cigar from his breast pocket. “But it isn't you. What have you become, Legba?”
I looked at the house. “Someone who has known loss and come out the other side.”
“Humans die, brother. That's the point of them.”
I closed my eyes. “Not like this. What is the good of us if we cannot save them? What is the good of anything?”
“We needn't be good,” said Carrefour. “We must only be. I thought you learned that already.”
“I can't leave her.”
“Then bring her with you,” he said, lighting his cigar and drawing on it. He blew smoke up into the air where it hovered above him for a moment before dissipating. “Have it your way. We can have peace. Together.”
“At the cost of the worlds colliding.”
“And yet,” he said, “you would sacrifice them all to have the child back. You would forsake everything, everyone to make Mercy live again. Tell me it's not true.”
“I don't know.”
“She will go mad,” he said. “Josephine will fall deeper and deeper into the abyss of her gift. Even immortality can't save someone who doesn't want to be saved.”
I swallowed, thinking. 
“Will you save her, brother? Will you do what you must to preserve the life of the woman for whom you gave away every piece of yourself?”
“I didn't give it away. I have it still.”
“In a rusty box.”
I looked at him and he laughed.
“There must be another way,” I said.
“Go,” he said. “Keep her safe. It's all temporary. The sooner you realize that, the sooner you can accept yourself. Forgive yourself, Legba.”
“I don't know how.”
I stepped through time, watching Carrefour smoke in the dark as the tear in the fabric healed, closing with a whisper. I stepped out and walked into the clock shop running a finger over the display case as I passed by, wiping the dust on my pants. Josephine was rocking back and forth on the bed when I found her.
“What did I eat?” she said, her eyes panicked. “What did you give me?”
I watched her, sweat-stained clothes sticking to her, a smear of blood on the corner of her mouth. She needed a bath, some sleep, and as she took her hands away from her head, I saw that she had pulled some hair out of her head. I went to her and tried to hold her.
“I tried to fix you,” I said. “I thought it would help.”
She pushed me away, shaking her head.
“Where is he?” she said. She was crying. “Bring back Spencer. I won't listen to you anymore. I need him.”
“We are the same.”
“No.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “He's gentle and you're cruel. You still have blood on your hands, I can see it. Give him back to me.”
I felt as though I'd been gutted, a knife crisply slicing me down the middle and everything inside falling out. I felt as though I were completely human, and what would spill out would not be stars. I felt as though Jo was holding the knife, and she just kept cutting.
“Why him?” I said. “Why not me? I loved you first.”
“I don't know you,” she said. “Why would I possibly love you?”
“Why would you love someone so weak?” I said. “Someone so human. We could be so much together, Josephine. Please.”
“I want him,” she said. 
And a silence fell heavy in the room. Jo was finally still, and I was frozen. I couldn't look at her, but I couldn't not. My eyes were drawn to this mad creature, and she didn't look away from me, she held my gaze in hers. She was fearless, with no regard for her own safety. No idea what I could do to her had I truly been cruel. Carrefour, Samedi, Loko, all would strike her down where she sat, motionless. Marinette might do worse. But I loved Josephine more at this moment than ever. 
“Can I keep you safe first?” I said. 
“Safe?”
“I can take you somewhere,” I said. “A place where you'll have peace. Quiet.”
She hesitated only for a moment. “No ghosts?”
“No ghosts.”
“How can you be sure?”
“I cannot. But my sister can. She will take you where you can rest, my love.”
“Don't call me that.”
“I've given up everything for you,” I said. “Don't you see that we are the same, Spencer and I? We are one man.”
“You're a loa. Your eyes are like stars.”
“He is loa, too. He just doesn't know it.”
“And that makes him honorable. It makes him gentle. It makes him mine.”
“Josephine, please. I've become human for you. I've given away everything that I am. All for you.”
She stared at me for what seemed a long time. “You shouldn't have done that.”
“She is not for you,” said a voice behind me. Josephine's eyes widened. I looked behind me to find Ayiza. Her lover was nowhere in sight.
“I've never seen you without him,” I said.
“You called me,” she said. “I heard you.” She walked around me and looked at Jo. “She's dying. You're trying to keep her alive, trying to make her become you, brother. It's not enough.”
“No,” I said. “I will save her.”
“Some people don't want to be saved.”
“She'll love me,” I said. “She loves him. We are the same.”
“This is a fool's errand.”
“Who is she?” said Jo, looking at me. 
“My sister. She will keep you safe.” I looked at Ayiza. “Won't you?”
“Where shall I take her?” said Ayiza, resigned. She loved me and would do this thing, but she did not approve. I remembered the house where I’d left Carrefour. 
“Her family home,” I said. “The Mambos will have purged the house of spirits. Just don't let them see her.”
“I will keep her safe,” said Ayiza. “But she will never thank you for it, Legba. And she will never love you.”
“She will,” I said. “I will let him out again. The human, the lover. He will remember who he is. He will remember me. And then we will be the same. We will be one, and she will love us.”
“And then what? Even if she loves you, you'll still be weak.”
“No,” I said. “I have everything he needs to become me.”
“And if he doesn't?”
“He will,” I said. “It's what I would do.”
Ayiza gathered Jo up into her bosom and Jo let her. Her eyes closed and she slept as we traveled. My sister carried Josephine into the attic, and I sat in the living room, rocking on an overstuffed recliner. What would it be like, to be one with Spencer McQuarrie? Would I be more human than loa, or the other way around?
I looked up at the ceiling, thinking of Josephine. I remembered the first time I saw her, though she was even more beautiful to me now. There was wisdom in the lines on her face, laughter in her eyes, adventure in her streaks of white hair. She was perfect to me. I could be human with her. As long as Josephine was there, so was I. No matter what I had to give up, no matter what I had to sacrifice. Long ago, Haiti had been the only place I would ever consider home. Later it was New Orleans. But now, sitting in the dark, rocking in an old chair, I realized what Spencer McQuarrie had always known: home wasn't a place. It was her.
I closed my eyes.
I let go.
For her.
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
Scarasse's car is stopped when I wake, gasping for breath, grasping at the leather seat. 
I look out the window and recognize the old cabin, the porch built above viscous, swampy water, and then it comes to me: Legba came here. I came here when I wasn't me.
And like a film, a stream of images rage in my head. Of Legba's becoming in a place hot and smelling of blood. Of hundreds of brothers and sisters, of helping a people break their shackles and fight for freedom. Of watching the world's past, present and future at the same time. Of Katrina, and the screams of pain and loss that haunted Legba from the very beginning. The slow descent into madness, the drive to save the people in his adopted city, of going forward and back over the course of hundreds of years, trying over and over and over again to save his people. Of failing. And, coming out the other side and looking up that first day of healing. Jo's face, young and fresh and alive, watching him. Watching me. Smiling. 
I gasp for breath, looking around. 
“Jesus,” I breathe. I have the memories of a demigod. I'm shaking so hard I can barely get a grip on the door handle, and even then, my hands are so sweaty that it slides right through my fingers. I try again and tumble out of the car and onto the dirt road, jumping up and staggering back, away from the house.
Images of my mind cracking over and over again. Of walking among the humans in their skin and laughing. Of women and drink and trying to do anything to mute the souls who plagued me. Meeting Rita, a young woman who helped me still the screams, even if just for a time. And when I sobered up, I would look at her like she was a stranger, even as she gazed upon me with adoration in her eyes. Long, New Orleans nights, hot and humid and always ending in Rita's bed. And one day, waking up and leaving her, still sleeping, and slipping through the worlds to go places I had never seen. Standing atop the Empire State Building. Jumping off the edge of the Grand Canyon. Walking through Glacier Park in the dead of winter in human form, my fingers and toes black when I came out again.
Yet the screams followed. They never stopped. And one day, I found that I could hide myself from everyone. Pull parts of me out through my chest and put them away. I'd always loved pocket watches. They were a reminder of a bygone era and I always carried one. After that first piece was tucked away into that watch, I opened my eyes. I saw clearly for the first time in a century. The screams were still there, but quieter. 
“Do you have the time?” said a gorgeous young woman. I could see into her soul. She was perfect. I could feel her pain, her anguish, her joy, her love. I took her to a restaurant and she told me her dreams. She had no choice, it is my gift and my curse. 
“No!” I scream, falling again. “No, she loved me. I am a man and Jo loved me.” I feel the water under my hands, the bottom of the swamp sticky and soft under my fingers.
“You don't want to do that,” said a raspy, aged voice. I spin to see the oldest woman I've ever seen, her short hair gone white and springy, her face almost gray. She has a dusty look, exacerbated by her pale, sightless eyes. She's holding a walking stick that is carved into a spiral, which she jabs into the ground to close the distance between us. As she gets closer, I realize the walking stick is a snake, elaborately carved.
“Mahalia,” I say, remembering her face. Rocking in her chair and instructing me to toss the body to the gators when I was done. I close my eyes, shaking my head. “This can't be happening.”
“You mighty confused, boy,” she says. “But I can see him deep inside you. Why don't you let him out?”
I open my eyes and look at her. Why don't I? Why don't I just let it all go, let it end, let him take over. Haven't I done that already, though? I can feel him now, I can see the world through his eyes. He's had so many experiences, such a life, so full of feeling. So much meaning. Who was I to stop Legba? If I even had the power to stop these memories, why would I want to? Was I even a person? Who was more real, Spencer McQuarrie or Legba?
“I'm afraid,” I say.
“As are we all.”
“What will happen to me?”
“What happens to everybody when they pass,” she says, stopping half a yard in front of me. “No one knows, but we like to think it's going to be nice. Probably not. Worms and maggots, that's what's coming for us. But not for you. You'll just...poof. Like smoke. Out like a candle.”
“Why me?” I say, suddenly angry. “Why doesn't he just go? Why can't he leave me alone? These memories. Are they real?”
She chuckles, a sound like metal grinding against metal.
“He was here first. Before me, even. You're just a man, Spencer McQuarrie. Legba, he's no man. He's more than that. He's like a god, and he's done so much good. Before.”
“Before Katrina.”
“Ain't just Katrina that ground him down,” she says. “You can only be selfless for so long before it destroys you. No one cares what he done for them. They just take and take and take. Humanity loves to talk about what's good and right, but they don't like to give anyone credit except themselves. Why is that?”
“I don't know,” I say. “Greed?”
“Yes, greed,” she says. “Sometimes you just have to embrace the dark with the light. Otherwise you go a little crazy.”
“Is that what he's done?”
“It's what you done,” she says. “You the same. You're going to have to become something other if you want to survive.”
“How do I do that?”
“You'll know,” she says, and turns, stabbing her walking stick into the ground as she walks, heading toward the cabin. I follow her, feeling lightheaded, not knowing what else to do. Scarasse is inside, eating something that smells spicy off a plate, sopping it up with a piece of bread. 
“You got to eat, Spencer McQuarrie,” says Mahalia, pointing her cane toward a tiny kitchen.
“I'm not hungry.”
“Eat,” says Scarasse, looking up from his food. “You'll need your strength.”
I remember Scarasse, handing me a metal box, pulling a knife out of his boot next to a hogtied white man.
I walk over and pick up a plate on the counter, already loaded with étouffée, a slice of stale bread on top. Both chairs in the house are now taken by Scarasse and Mahalia, so I stand at the counter, suddenly ravenous.
“Legba likes my cooking, too,” Mahalia says, rolling a cigarette, expertly crafting a perfectly cylindric smoke, using only touch, her unseeing eyes pointed toward the ceiling. She puts the cigarette to her lips and Scarasse reaches over and lights it, empty plate balanced on his lap. Mahalia leans back in her chair, enjoying the smoke curling out of her mouth.
“Won't be easy,” she says after a time. “Gonna be a hard thing.”
“I didn't think it was going to be easy,” says Scarasse.
“Might anger Samedi.”
“Samedi is not a problem. But Legba ain't going to be pleased. Told me he'd kill me.”
“He'll forgive, he always does. The twin, though,” says Mahalia. They both turn and look at me as I'm finishing the last bite. I set my fork down and frown. My head feels fuzzy.
“Last time I tried to have him killed, wasn't Legba who came back. At least not for good.”
I stagger back, hitting my back on the stove and spinning, trying to get my bearings.
“What did you do?” I hear myself say.
Mahalia makes a clucking noise. “Don't ask Papa Laveau to do a job clearly meant for a woman.”
“What if Legba doesn't come back?”
“He will,” she says.
I hit the ground hard, without remembering the fall. My vision is going double, but I can feel a rumble inside of me.
“You know he killed people today because he couldn't control it?” I hear Scarasse say. “Imagine that, a man such as him trying to use Legba's power.”
“What? He used it?”
“Yeah, just blew an entire neighborhood to kingdom come. It was a sight to behold.”
“Idiot,” Mahalia says. “This changes everything. We going to have to act fast.”
I'm trying to crawl along the floor, to get away from...what? I don't even know. Myself? 
“Go,” I rasp. “I don't want to hurt you.” There's a light in my eyes, getting brighter. Fishhooks digging deeper, pushing through.
Mahalia's cane thumps along the rotten wood floor as she approaches me.
“You ain't gonna hurt me, Spencer McQuarrie. I just want to put your candle out.” She raises a gray-brown hand to her mouth and blows something at me, a powder. I cough, trying to shake my head, but I can't move. 
“Just let go, my friend,” says Scarasse. “Let him be.”
“No,” I say. “It's not him anymore. It's us.”
“Us?” Scarasse laughs. “It's going to hurt, then. We all want Legba back. What do you have to hold you here?”
“I have to help her.”
“Josephine?” He laughs. “Man, she's not going to last much longer. You know that, don't you? The travelers. He didn't kill them just because he wanted their hearts. They were dying. About to take whole cities with them. It was a mercy, really.”
“Mercy,” I say.
“Just let go, McQuarrie,” he says.
But I can feel it now, just like before. The light, the nebula, the stars. The floor rumbles.
“I can't stop it,” I say. 
I can feel it filling me up. I can feel it making me strong, burning away the poison, making me whole. I can feel the power rise up into my chest and eyes and mouth, into my arms and hands and fingers, my legs and toes.
“What's happening?” says Mahalia. “Why is he able to do this?”
“I don't know,” says Scarasse, his voice further away, panicked.
“Scarasse! Take me with you! Don't leave me here!”
I hear the door slam shut and a thump and Mahalia is crying. Praying. Bargaining.
But it does no good. Because the loa she's praying to is me. 
I let it burn through me, I don't fight it this time. And when I let it go, it feels like salvation. It feels like bliss. It feels like retribution. 
I understand, then. I am Legba and Legba is me. We are one. It's the only way to survive, both of us. It's not one or the other, Legba or me. He was right, he knew what I would do before I knew. I have to be one man. One loa. Something other, just like Mahalia said. 
It's the only way to save her.
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
I don't remember driving, but when I look up, I'm standing in front of the clock shop. I look behind me towards the smell of oily smoke to see Scarasse's once-shining roadster, churning out iron-colored smoke and half-melted in places. All the windows have been broken out, leaving cracked and jagged particles of glass where the windows used to be.
I look back around at the clock shop. I don't know why I'm here. But, as if in reply to my confusion, I say, “I have to be here before I can help her.”
I turn the doorknob and push open the door, but then I freeze as I feel the muzzle of the gun in my lower back.
“Mr. McQuarrie,” says a voice. 
“Felicia,” I say, warm and friendly. “How've you been?”
“Cut the act, McQuarrie,” she says. “Get inside.”
We walk through the shop, a clamor of ticking
“Time,” I say. “Isn't that something?”
“Shut up,” she says. “Upstairs. Now.”
“Whatever you say.”
I don't feel the familiar fear, the old panic. I feel strange. Something other than what I was. I feel whole. I was so afraid before. And now? I don't feel guilt, don't feel shame. I feel unapologetic in existing. If I am a candle flame, as Mahalia said, I'm going to embrace the flame. I can feel the nebula inside of me, fitting perfectly with the pieces of myself that are distinctly myself; my kindness, my passion, my anger and grief and frustration. My love.
I don't feel anxious or afraid. I feel strong. 
But I'm not him. Maybe I never will be. Maybe he will become me. Or maybe Felicia will kill us both, here and now. No matter what happens, I feel. And it seems like enough to feel, to be human, or as close to human as I will get, given the circumstances. I remember Legba's memory of coming out on the other side of madness, after he locked the first part of himself away. It feels the same. It feels like freedom.
When I enter the bedroom, someone is lying on the bed. At first I think it's Jo, and I feel a tendril of the old familiar fishhooks wrap around my insides. But then I see the red hair, and I know it's not her. It's Rita. But something's wrong. Her breath gurgles as her chest rises and falls, and she’s making little grunting noises, as if in pain. As I walk closer, I can smell her. Like burnt meat and hair. The scent triggers a flash of memory: standing up in a circle of soot, the embers of the cabin still glowing. The body of Mahalia nothing but tiny pieces of seared bone and a greasy shadow on the ground. But when I step over Scarasse, I can see his face, half burned down to a skull, his teeth knocked out on one side. I didn't see the bottom half of him, though I looked for it. 
“What's happened to her?” I say, though I know. I know it was me who did this. 
“You happened,” says Felicia, and there's ice in her voice. “She gave you your drink, don't you remember?”
“Rum and gunpowder,” I say, almost under my breath, almost too quiet to hear. “My favorite.” Felicia grunts in agreement.
“As if you're some kind of Voodoo king.”
“We don't have kings,” I say, staring at Rita. I feel my eyes tearing up and I don't know if it's because I've hurt her so badly or because I can remember her now. Legba didn't love her, but he liked her well enough. She was a welcome distraction. 
I watch her, struggling to breathe. I remember putting the glass down in the back room of the bar, the taste of gunpowder gritty in my throat. I remember Legba awakening, his control so precise, so succinct. It was all chaos in me, but with him, it was smooth, his movements so practiced, so long had he been on the earth. I watched through his eyes as he put a splayed, brown hand in the middle of the table. My hand, his hand, what did it matter? 
Felicia was screaming and Rita was laughing as he let the small amount of power still left inside of us course down his arm, setting nerves and muscle and veins aflame. He exhaled as he let the lightning go, colored with magenta and indigo and violet. The table exploded, burning shards bursting through the air in the tiny, airless room. Felicia went flying against the wall, blinking stupidly at him. And Rita, poor Rita, her eyes alight with madness or love, shot forward, towards him, towards me. When she wrapped her arms around him, there was nothing even Legba could do. She was burned down to the bone where she lay her head against him. 
I watched as her flesh smoked, her cheekbone cracked from the heat, and her laughter turned to screams. Even then, she didn't let go. It was only when she lost consciousness from the pain that she sank to the floor.
That's where he left her. Where I left her. She was Jo's murderer, after all. She was a killer.
“I'm sorry,” I say. But it rings false. 
“Your empty apologies don't make anything right, McQuarrie,” says Felicia, her gun still in my back.
“I'm sure you know by now that a little pistol won't hurt me,” I say, though I'm not sure if it's true. Maybe I would die. Maybe I would leave Legba alone to be as he wished. But then, his thought comes to me, as if it were my own: I was what he wanted to be. If he were me, she would love him. I remember Legba sitting down in the chair in Jo's family's home, easing back and closing his eyes. This is what he wants. I'm not usurping this body, this consciousness. I'm not ruining anything for him. He created me from himself, and now we are one. We're the same. His thoughts are mine, and mine are his. He let go so we could both live. Together.
I am Legba.
The realization undoes me and makes me whole all at once.
“Where are your magic powers now?” Felicia says. She doesn't know it, but she's made me remember. 
“Downstairs,” I say.
“If you have any abilities at all,” she says, “fix her. You've done this to her. Make her well.” There's a stretched element to her tone that makes her seem desperate. “Please, McQuarrie. Fix her.”
“My name's not McQuarrie.”
“Who are you?” Her voice is shaking. She knows I'm something other, far beyond her comprehension. She knows, but she can't say it, because everything she thought about the world is falling apart. “You brought me the watches, and said you were a physicist. But you're not, are you? Just like you're not a historian. You're not anything I've ever seen before. I don't know if you're even human.”
“Neither do I.”
“I will bring you in for this, Spencer. Those travelers deserve justice,” she says, spitting a little as she says it.
“You have no authority,” I say. “No one is asking questions but you, Felicia. No one is ordering you to bring me in. Those men outside are from this era. You hired them when you got here.”
“You're a monster.”
“Those men and women, the ones who died,” I say. I'm looking at Rita. She doesn't have long. She's dying. “They were going to burn up from the inside out.”
“They were people,” she says. “My people.”
“I didn't mean for it to happen,” I say. “I forgot how power burns inside the hearts of men. But they were going to pull half of their cities along with them. I didn't know. It was my fault, but it was an accident. If I didn't pull out their hearts before they died, so many others would die with them. Do you know what it's like to hear the screams of millions of people at once?”
I can hear them now. They're practically drowning out my own voice. Whenever I stop to notice them, my hands start to shake.
“And these hearts,” she says, pushing the gun hard into my back. “What did you do with them?”
I recall faces. Men, women, young, middle-aged, brown, white, and everything in between, their faces fixed in horror. I was fast and had them open and dead before they were finished gasping. The organs were beautiful, every single one. I recall a young man's heart, gilded in Bondye, dappled with all the colors of the nebula. Like a wound shining with mother of pearl, light pouring out, bathing my face. I remember lowering my head, opening my mouth...
“I ate them,” I say. I don't say that I fed them to Jo to keep her alive. Felicia doesn't need to know about that. She needs to hate me, but I can see from her face that she doesn't. She's afraid of me. She's in awe of me. She's curious about me. But there's no hate in her, there never has been.
The gun is shaking now because she is shaking. “But why?” she says, so plaintive, so badly needing to know. 
“Because I have to,” I say. “I can't bring her back if I'm weak. And I wasn't ready to become myself yet.”
“And now?”
“I'm ready now,” I say. I look down at Rita. “She killed Jo, Felicia. You saw it, too.”
“I don't know if that means she deserves this,” says Felicia, the frost gone from her words now. She only sounded sad. “She was in love with you. In her warped mind, Josie was a rival.”
“And now?” I say. “What is she now?”
“At peace,” says Felicia. I see that she's right. Rita's eyes are open now and looking at me. There is a look of pure rapture on her face. She's still, her eyes unfocused and staring, her mouth slack. Rita is dead, but has never looked so serene. 
Felicia drops the gun from my back and when I turn around I see her holding it limp at her side. She staggers away from me and lets herself fall into a chair.
“I don't know this world anymore,” she says. 
“I can save her, Felicia,” I say. “I can save Josie.”
“Can you?” she says, looking at me, such sorrow in her eyes. “What if she doesn't let you?”
“She will. She has to.”
“And what? You're going to bring your daughter back from the dead? Be a big happy family again? Is that it?”
“I don't know.”
“You can't fix her, McQuarrie. She doesn't want to be fixed. And trying to make things right is only make them worse.” She frowns, her straight line of a mouth turning down. “She was a traveler. Isn't she going to die, too? That is, if you're telling the truth. Even if you save her from getting shot, she'll still die.”
“I'm telling the truth,” I say, narrowing my eyes. “She'll die, you're right. But I'm going to stop it. I can do both.”
“Because it's her,” says Felicia. “All of this, this whole facade that wasted my life. It was all about her.”
“I wanted to give her something,” I say. “When we met, before I became McQuarrie, I talked to her. She told me things, things she loved, things she desired. I have a gift. People tell me what they want, what they need to survive. They give me their prayers.”
“You gave her an adventurous life? That's it?” Felicia says. “Everything, all of it, for some idiotic adventure?”
“No,” I say, bristling at her tone. “A chance to right wrongs. A chance to see what really happened in the past and make a difference. A chance to rewrite history. And she did that, didn't she? Didn't we, Felicia? All the reports, all the photographs, all the precious recordings. They changed history. They set the record straight.”
“Yes,” she says. “But it takes time to accept. The records have been sent to the right people. The records of all the travelers. Photographs, newsreels, wax cylinders. That's more noble an answer than I was expecting.”
“She wanted justice,” I say. “She wanted the story of her ancestors told.”
“And you gave her that chance.”
“Yes.”
“How?” she says. “What were the watches? How did we go so far on a trinket?”
“I can show you,” I say.
Felicia raises the gun, but sighs and drops it on the floor with a muted thud. Her body slumps as if the will has gone out of her, like air from a balloon. She looks up at the ceiling, or maybe something beyond, and for the first time I think I'm going to see her cry. But she doesn't. She looks at me, her face impassive, resigned. Numb.
“Show me,” she says.
I lead her downstairs. Clocks tick loudly in the quiet shop. The only other sounds are from Felicia, breathing heavily. I can feel her heart beating fast. How could I possibly hear that? But I can. And it is intoxicating. The world is far bigger and more mysterious than I could have possibly imagined. 
“Why are we in here?” Felicia says, looking at the dusty face of the old grandfather clock. 
“This is where I hid myself,” I say. I pull out a large cardboard box, full of broken watches. 
“Is this another trick, McQuarrie?” says Felicia. Her voice is weary. She's tired.
“I think it might be dangerous, actually,” I say. “I've never showed anyone before. Even Scarasse didn't know what he was gathering.”
“Scarasse,” she sneered. “The best of friends, were you?”
“Scarasse is dead,” I say. 
“Oh?” she says. “Another accident?”
I look down at the box, which I've set atop the glass counter. I can't speak for a moment. “Yes, something like that.” 
“I'm sorry.”  
“So am I.” I avoid Felicia's blunt gaze by pulling all the broken watches out of the box. 
“What's that underneath?” Felicia says.
I pull out the rusty box and set it gently on the counter, simply staring at it. I am still as Felicia watches me, looking into the box, feeling the contents. 
“This is the difficult part,” I say.
“What is?”
“The choice.” I flip the latch on the box and open the hinged top. The gold watches within glow fiercely in the dim shop. Felicia can't see it, but I can. The power coming off them is building a pressure in my chest.
“Do you know that I'm often out of breath?” I say. “So many times I feel as though I can't breathe, or I forget to breathe. Do you know why that is?” I'm looking down at the watches, but I look at Felicia finally, drawing breath into my lungs, as if to illustrate.
“How should I know?” she says, but she looks afraid. I can feel her regret at leaving the gun upstairs. She feels alone and vulnerable down here with me. I can feel her emotions like they're my own.
“Because I've never had to,” I say. “I never had to remember to breathe until I became a man. A human. I gave up nearly every part of myself to become Spencer McQuarrie. And those pieces of me are all in this box. All but three.” I think of the empty case upstairs, the watch missing. “I used one up, Jo has one, and...”
Felicia breaks away from my stare to look down into the box. She frowns, fingering something in her pocket. She has the watch with her. 
“There are only two loa who have seen Bondye,” I say. “Only two who could travel to where He sleeps. I am one. My brother, Samedi is the other.” I shake my head. “Was the other. Excuse me. He was thrown from the heavens, for reasons I don't pretend to understand. Now Carrefour has taken care of him, and I'm not ashamed to say I'm glad.”
“Taken care of...your brother?” says Felicia. She's confused. I know she knows nothing of Vodou, of our ways. She grew up Lutheran, she told me once. I smile at her. 
“He killed my daughter,” I say. “He didn't know who she was at the time. He couldn't have known. I hid myself too well. Even my own twin didn't find me until I called him. But killing Mercy was unforgivable. He gave us no explanation, no warning, no kindness. Just took her. I can see how he thought it necessary at the time, but how cruel a thing, to take a child.”
“People lose children every day,” Felicia says. “They don't go crazy and start killing their siblings. Didn't you take the travelers' lives in the same way, without warning? Did you warn their families? You're just as bad.”
“I didn't kill him,” I say. “Carrefour didn't, either. He just...made him helpless. Just as helpless as I was when I woke up and my daughter was gone from my arms. But you're right about the travelers. I should have warned them. I regret the way I did it.” But Jo was still alive. 
“And if he had told you?” she says, “this brother of yours. If he warned you about your daughter?”
“Then I would have become myself again,” I say. “I would leave Spencer McQuarrie behind and become Legba once more. I would use all my power for her. To save her life.” I close my eyes. “I would give everything to have my Mercy back.”
“Everything?” says Felicia. “Even Jo?”
I open my eyes to look at her. 
“It doesn't matter,” I say.
“It does,” she says. “Where is she?”
“Mercy?”
“No, your wife. Has she seen you like this? Because this isn't the McQuarrie I know. Does she know what you've become?”
“I haven't become anything,” I say. 
I pick up the first watch and open it. It vibrates in my hand. I can feel it growing hot, burning my skin. 
“You think I've become something,” I say. “But you misunderstand. I've always been him. I've always been Legba. Just a Legba without power. These pieces of myself, they're drawn to Bondye. Drawn to God, do you know what that means?”
“No,” she whispers. Her heart is beating so fast that I'm afraid it's going to explode. “You can't put parts of yourself in a watch, Spencer. This is crazy.” But she doesn't sound like she thinks it's crazy.
“I'm going to need something from you, Felicia.”
She takes a step back, holding her hands over her heart. “Spencer,” she says. “Spencer, no.”
I smile. “Not that, Dr. Rakovski. I wouldn't dream of it. I respect you too much.”
“Then what?”
“Your watch, Felicia.”
“I didn't bring my kit,” she says, too quickly.
“You don't have your watch in a kit,” I say. “You're holding it right now.”
She stares at me for a long moment, before pulling her hand slowly from her pocket. She's gripping something tightly in her fist, and as if moving underwater, she turns her hand oh so slowly, and opens her fingers one by one. The gold circle gleams and I can feel it vibrate. She takes one slow step toward the metal box, hesitating before dropping it in. Her knees buckle a little and she grabs the counter for support. And still, her eyes don't leave the watch.
“This was my life,” she says. 
“I'm sorry,” I say, and this time it doesn't ring false.
“What was the point to all of this?” She looks lost, staring at the watch, looking like she wants to take it back.
“What is the point to anything?” I say. “Did you find joy in it?”
“Yes,” she says. “And sorrow.”
“Like life. Like everything. You can observe if you like,” I say. “But it may be dangerous. You might get hurt, you might die. Will your curiosity win, I wonder? Or do you value your life over this knowledge?”
She looks genuinely torn. Her eyes go from the watch to my face, trying to see if I'm telling the truth. She looks toward the door and takes a step toward it, before turning to me once again.
“None of it was science,” she says. “None of it was real.”
“It doesn't have to be science to be real,” I say. 
“We can never travel again.”
“No.”
“Am I going to die?”
“Yes,” I say. “You're going to die. It will take longer, because you only went a few times. But, yes. Maybe in a month, maybe in a decade. Best to go to the desert, to the ocean, somewhere quiet.”
“Why don't you kill me?” she says. “Why don't you pull my heart out? Am I so unworthy?”
“On the contrary,” I say. “You're too worthy to kill. Your mind still has tasks to accomplish, even in seclusion. You are a brilliant woman, Felicia. You will write well about all this.”
“Write?” she says, disappointed. “I'm a scientist.”
“We're all many things. Deciding to be just one thing makes us inauthentic.”
“You're right. You're not McQuarrie. You don't even talk like him anymore. ”
“But I am,” I say. “I'm both.”
“What if Josie says no? Will you kill her?”
“I'll make the choice when the time comes,” I say. 
“The time has come, McQuarrie,” she says. “That's not a choice I'd wish on my worst enemy.”
“Am I your worst enemy?” I say.
“I thought you were,” she says. “Now I don't know anything.”
“That's the best way to live a life.”
The bell tinkles as she steps out the door. She watches me through the glass for a long time before I see her turn and run down the street. I look down at the watch and think of Josephine. Closing my eyes against the burning tears that threaten. I feel one fall down my cheek and it lands on the face of the watch and sizzles.
“It's all for you, Josie,” I say.
I scream as the power in the watch shoves its way into me. 
Nine to go.
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
I am everywhere and nowhere. 
With every burst of power I can feel myself expanding and disappearing at the same time. I see everything spread out in front of me, behind me, inside of me. I can see everything all at once and it is at once marvelous and frightening. 
I see a slave ship from hundreds of years ago, in front of me as if it is happening now. And it is. As I clutch the last pocket watch, I see a bloody battle, Haitians in regalia, cutting down the French who wanted them in chains. I see my people winning. I see riots and protests. Police shooting boys and men, bodies hanging from trees and crosses burning. A man who has a dream is killed for his trouble, and time passes to see a man calling for a change becoming president. His skin is a badge of honor. It is a sight to cherish, to fill the hearts of children with a sense of pride. Something to show people of the world that there is hope. There is love. 
And I am there. Always.
But what am I? I'm a man, just as surely as I was Spencer McQuarrie. I'm a god just as surely as I was Legba. As I stare into the abyss of images flashing forever through my mind, as I hear the voices, screaming my name, begging, cursing, praising in sickness and joy and grief, I am in between: other than human, other than loa, other than a god. 
The power fills me. I can walk, but I feel heavy. The power radiates, making night into day. A walking sun, a man with the blood of the stars. And oh how I shine.
I think of Josie, I think of her like a caress. She is soft where everything else in my head is sharp. She is the light that I follow to pull me away from the edge of reason. I could get lost in the visions, the scenes of the past and present and future. But she is there, my salvation, a beacon to show me home. 
In her way, she is even more cruel than the hardest visions, because she knows me. She knows me as a man and as a loa. As Legba and McQuarrie. No matter how powerful I am, I am vulnerable, without defenses. She could gut me if she wanted, no matter my power, no matter how strong. And I cannot force her to do anything, to feel anything. I can't make her save her own life. Or mine.
But I can love her. Maybe that will be enough.
I look down at my body, and it's not cohesive, but made of light, and I remember Samedi's words: The loa look how we want. I reach a hand made of stars to touch my own chest and it feels solid. I wonder if a human could look at me without going blind. I concentrate on my body, and I can feel myself changing, like a cold rain washing over me, starting at the top of my head and slowly trickling down, until I look like a man, like Spencer McQuarrie, again. 
I see myself in the glass of the grandfather clock, but all I see are two cold stars glowing in a dark face. I blink and the eyes become green. My eyes were what made Jo notice me, she told me once. My eyes made her want me. These eyes were for her. Josie would trust these eyes. I touch my face and watch as starlight shines through my fingers. 
I think of the times the power exploded from me. At the cabin, Scarasse and Mahalia. At the tavern, the musician and the crowd. Would I hurt Jo that way? Would she die because I was trying to save her? 
As I think of Josephine, I see her everywhere. A dozen Josies all at once, scenes spread out in front of me like the silhouettes of Mercy's death, played on a reel in the void. I can see Jo kneeling in the hounfor behind her grandmother's house, crying. Beside that, a vision of Jo, walking through a bar, looking for someone. Another of Jo, covered in blood, bruised and gasping for breath. Jo in an institution, surrounded by white walls. Jo slapping a man. Jo driving a car, music turned up as loud as it would go, singing off-key. Jo lying on the ground in the rain, laughing.
I reach out and touch the first image, and it's real. These are events. This is how it happens. How it is
happening and how it will happen. A Josephine for every world. And as I watch, each version of Jo lights up, just as Mercy did. She explodes, just as Mercy did. She dies and the heavens pour out of her and all around her, making entire cities disappear. 
Where was I? Why wouldn't I save her? I watched in horror, through the screams around her, the burning flesh, the destruction as Jo became stars on earth, stars in her eyes, her belly, her blood. She is filled with stars and she cannot hold them in. 
It was like one long panorama, these worlds, these scenes of destruction. They light up like a nuclear explosion in one long ebullition of emotion and disappointment and grief all coming to a boil and going over in a burst of light. I could only watch as everything around Josephine turned black and charred and flat, under the open sky. And she is gone. Gone from each world in the blink of an eye, in the flame of a star.
The loa don't live in any one timeline. I was seeing them all at once. Jo will die if I don't help her. It's my fault, caused by my gift to her, and it is killing her in every version of herself. And I am here, watching, seeing the woman I love dying in every world, every universe, every plane of existence.
But I could save one.
I fix my mind on my Josephine, but she is surrounded by darkness. I can't see. I don't know what's going to happen to her. Her life is not fixed in time. Not yet. There is still one chance.
“This is not the right way,” says a voice, and for a moment, I think it's Mercy. But as I turn, the visions of Josephine disappear, and the only person standing in front of me is so thin she looks like a tall, ebony skeleton. Her cavernous eyes glow a liquid and electric blue, and she wears an elaborate and colorful gown made of silk and linen. A bright red scarf wraps her hair atop her head, and as she takes a step toward me, I can see that something rests on her shoulder. An owl with eyes just as bright and blue as hers. It looks at me and hoots softly.
“Marinette,” I say.
“Hello, little brother. You've been a long time gone.” She walks around me, looking at me from every angle.
“The same could be said of you,” I say, unafraid. “You've been gone for years, Marinette. What do you want?”
“I might have been gone, but unlike you, I never forget.” She stops her circling, her face an inch away from mine. “You forget too much, Legba,” she whispers. 
“I remember now.”
“Do you?” she says, still whispering, but somehow making it seem like a scream. “Do you remember where we came from, brother? When the first black pig was slain and we were borne of blood and prayers. I choose to remember where I come from. I forget nothing and the people say I am angry. They say I am harsh, fierce. But I do not forget. Forgetting is dying.” The owl hooted, as if in agreement. “What have you become, Legba?”
“A husband,” I say. “A father. A lover. Why is it good enough for Ayiza but not for me?”
“You are Legba,” she says. “You were the best of us. The kindest. The wisest. But look at you now, brother. You're nothing.”
“The storm,” I say. “It made me...crazy.”
“The storm,” she says, shaking her head. “You're like a child. You see one little storm and you're reduced to what? Less than human? A boy chasing a girl like schoolyard children. This is embarrassing, Legba. You have your power now, I can see it in you. Why do you look like a suitor instead of who you really are?”
“And what am I?” I say, angry. “I lost myself, Marinette. I lost my mind. All I could see was death, destruction, loss of hope. All I could see was my own weakness. It made me forget, it made me feel. Do you even remember what it is to feel? I wanted more. I wanted to be again, not just to exist for them. I wanted to be one of them, just to understand why.”
“Why what?” she says, clearly frustrated. She stares at me, her eyes digging deeper. 
“Why everything,” I say. “And when you feel, you lose yourself sometimes.”
“And you lost yourself. In her,” she says, nostrils flaring. “She's nothing compared to you. Let her go. Let me kill her before she hurts someone, that's what you would want. What the real Legba would want. Let me end her pain and things can go back to the old way. We answer prayers. That's what we do. It's why we're here. For them. We are the messengers, brother, and they are the flock.”
“I don't like the old way.”
“And you like this? This thing you've become? Are you happy this way?”
“I'm angry,” I say. 
“You should have been angry sooner,” she says. “This thing you are about to do. Don't do it.”
“What?” I say. “Saving my wife?”
“No, not saving her,” she says. “Making her powerful. She's known too much loss, too much pain. If you think you are angry, brother, you know very little. Your Josephine has more fury in her than you have ever dreamed of having. She will destroy us all.”
“Jo?” I say. “That's ridiculous. She's sad. We lost a daughter, we're grieving. There is still love in her. There is still sweetness and passion and beauty.”
“She's a Mambo. Sweetness notwithstanding, I'd bet she's always seen you for who you are. She just didn't know how to understand it. But deep inside, she's always known. You've met her mother. And as great as Marie was, as fully developed as she was, Josephine is stronger. She is a fountain of power, twice broken. Maybe more than twice. How many times have you broken that poor child's heart, Legba?” Her voice goes uncharacteristically soft. “How many? Leave her be. Let me help her and go on your way. This is not the right path, my brother. This is not the sensible path. Let her go.”
“You'll help her,” I say. “By killing her?”
“When a pot has been cracked over and over, it will not hold water.”
“She's not a pot, she's my wife,” I say, and my voice is taut. I've had enough of Marinette. She doesn't understand.
“She's your wife, but she doesn't know you,” she says, her words regaining her hard edge. “She's your wife, but she doesn't love you. She's your wife, but her heart died a long time ago, the day that she lost Mercy.”
I freeze, staring at her. “What do you know about Mercy?”
“I know Samedi had to end her. I know that a loa such as yourself can't just father a human child without consequences. I know that Samedi didn't sleep for months afterwards because her face haunted his dreams.”
“I'm so sorry that killing my child disrupted his sleep.”
“He saved her, Legba. Can't you see that? He could have killed her, but he took her away. He saved her soul and she will live until the end of time. In a way, he made her stronger, far stronger than the loa could ever be.”
“How did you know—”
“I know many things,” she says. “You must have gone to see her.”
“Yes.”
“And what did she tell you?”
I hesitate, considering whether to tell Marinette the truth. “She said I should stop trying to bring her back,” I admit. “She said she's happy. She told me to stop him or the world was going to end. All the worlds.” I sigh, feeling deflated. I'd been so focused on saving Jo that I hadn't even stopped to think of Mercy.
“Carrefour,” she says. “She told you to stop Carrefour.”
“Yes.”
“He loves you so.”
“I know.”
“He's doing this for you, Legba. He thinks it will save you. And he doesn't care what it does to anyone else. You are Carrefour's Josephine.”
“He's promised to take her away,” I say, knowing how weak I sound but not caring. “He wants her to be safe, to have peace. She is so haunted by visions.”
“And if she doesn't love you?” says Marinette. “What then? Is she unworthy of saving if she is her own instead of yours? Must she love you to be spared?”
“No,” I say. “But she has to accept the gift I give her.”
“Your power,” she says. “And what if she takes it from you, Legba?”
“It will kill her, that's what Ayiza said.”
“It may,” says Marinette. “Or perhaps a powerful Mambo will be just the vessel to control it. Maybe better than you. So what then? What if she takes your power without letting it burn her up? What will you do, Legba?”
“If she wants it, then I will give it to her,” I say, knowing it's true. 
“You know what she wants more than anything, brother. You know what she will try to do.”
I nod. “She wants Mercy back.”
“And what else?”
I swallow. “She wants to kill him.”
“Samedi,” she says. “Who you helped Carrefour to shackle like some common midnight spirit. Your own brother.”
“She was my child!” I am suddenly so angry that my ears ring. Spittle shoots out with the words in a hiss and Marinette flinches. “She was my child, Marinette. And he took her. I want him to pay, too.”
“He had no choice. He didn't even know who she was. He was saving the world. Saving you and Josephine and all the little humans. You're alive because of Samedi. We all are.”
“I don't have a choice, either,” I say. “I choose Josephine. I'll always choose her. And I'll help her destroy Samedi if that's what she wants. I'll help her do whatever she feels she needs to. She's spent so much of her life powerless, she deserves this.”
“And everyone else,” says Marinette. “I suppose every other human on the planet can rot, is that it? Everyone who worships you, asks for your help and guidance, are they nothing?”
“I never asked to be worshiped.”
“Yes, you just want to go to college, you want to grow up as beautiful young man, find the girl of your dreams, give her all her heart desires. And then what? What happens when the dream is filled with cracks and reality starts to stream in? When your child dies, when you lose your mind, when you watch your wife die over and over and over again. What then, Legba?”
“Stop this, Marinette.”
“You're giving me little choice in the matter,” she says. The owl on her shoulder spreads its wings behind her and makes a low croaking noise.
“Stay away from her.”
“I can't do that, Legba. She's a danger to us all. And so are you.” She raises her hands, and with a flicker, the owl seems to melt into her, leaving nothing but the wings, which grow and spread on Marinette's back until they fill the width of the room. Her eyes become brighter, and an electric blue mist rises from her hands.
“I don't want to do this.”
“Neither do I,” she says.
I raise my own hands, the power still new and raw. I feel a chittering buzz up my spine and I open my mouth to scream, but it fills with light instead. Beauty fills me up and it's all I can see, the magenta, the chartreuse, the turquoise. And when the wave rises from me, out of my eyes and mouth and chest, I see Marinette's mouth form the word no. Her eyes go wide as she stares, for once speechless.
“You have Bondye in you,” she says finally, her voice low but somehow so loud inside my head that I want to cover my ears. “You have too much power, Legba.”
“Yes,” I say. 
“You must be stopped.”
I don't consciously let the wave go. I don't want to hurt my sister, but I can't control it, can't hold it back. It wants to grasp something, it wants to be used. It's not just the power of the loa, not anymore. It's something new. Loa and God, merged together. It isn't smooth, controlled as in Legba's memories. It's not the chaotic explosions of McQuarrie, either. It's a cultivation of chaos, a pillar of crackling power, tinged with color. 
I try to curb it, taper it, but the power has a mind of its own now. It's wrapped around Marinette, just as it did to Carrefour, lifting her up, burning her, killing her. And as she falls, I have to wrench it back so forcefully that it feels like my spine is breaking. It takes so much out of me that I nearly collapse. 
But I don't kill her. I breathe a sigh of relief as I see her with life still inside of her, her eyes still a glowing, watery blue when I raise her lids.
“I'm sorry, Marinette,” I say. “It's not what you think.”
But a voice in the back of my head echoes the sentiment:
Isn't it, though?
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
I know I should look for Carrefour, I know I should find out what's happening. But all I can think of is Jo. I told her I'd never leave her, a promise already broken. My sister would keep her safe, though. I trust Ayiza.
I slip into the nothing between worlds, but suddenly feel my stomach lurch and I find myself elsewhere. The void. I look up and see Bondye. I see now that He's throbbing and moving and shifting and alive. I'd forgotten how beautiful He is. Even sleeping and ignoring the world He created from Himself. And yet, somehow, He looks diminished. Not as bright. I blink, thinking my eyes are playing tricks. Perhaps I'm not seeing Him correctly.
“I'm afraid for you.”
I don't turn. I know who's speaking and I can't bear to look at her.
“He never wanted to take your power, Mercy,” I say, still transfixed on the throbbing nebula in front of me. So close, closer than I've ever seen Him. “You lied to me.”
“Carrefour?” she says. “You had to be warned in terms you would understand.”
“Lies. Not terms.”
“Lies to keep you safe. To keep you from hurting someone, Legba.”
“Is it Legba now?” I say. “Not Father or Daddy?”
“Don't be stupid,” she says. “You're not my father. You're his other.”
“His other what?”
“Just his other,” she says. “It was supposed to be him who stopped Carrefour. Spencer McQuarrie, not Legba.”
“And why is that?”
“Because you won't stop him. You might even help him.”
“You told me I could save her,” I say. “Is that true? Is anything you said true?”
“I'm your daughter,” she says. “Don't you trust me?”
“You just said I wasn't your father.” I finally turn to look at her and feel my eyes go wide. She is translucent, shining radiantly before me, her feet not quite touching the ground. I can see the stars inside of her, shining through her barely-there skin, the glow of the nebula so bright that I can't believe I was dazzled by Bondye. 
Mercy shines brighter than God.
“I have no father,” she says. “Not anymore.”
“Mercy...” I can't find the words, though I can taste them on my tongue. She is stronger than Him, I realize. She has Bondye's power.
“It wasn't my choice,” she says, holding her beautiful head high. Her face is so like her mother's, her bright green eyes still shining like Spencer McQuarrie's. Like mine right now. “It happened all on its own. Being linked to Bondye, I can't stop seeing things. I see them, and I can't stop them, I can't change them. I keep trying, a dozen, a thousand times. But I can't stop what I cannot see. It just keeps playing out the same way. I have a power, but I can't use it.” 
She holds her hands in front of her, like the Northern Lights in the flesh, only brighter, more resplendent than anything I've ever seen. She closes her eyes and the light enveloping her grows brighter, so bright I have to shield my eyes. As the glow subsides, I look at her again, and she's my Mercy, my sweet girl, her cheeks chubby and her eyes laughing. She's so small. I can't believe she was so small. But I blink, and the moment passes. The child is replaced with the woman, and the sadness in my chest feels like pain.
“You can't tell me I'm not your father,” I say. “I watched you. Every night. I came and watched you and protected you. I'm your father and I'm not your father. I'm Spencer McQuarrie still. I will always protect you.”
“I don't need protection.”
“But you did. I could have saved you. I could have stopped him from taking you. If I had known...”
“Samedi did what needed to be done,” she says, her voice cold. “I was a threat to the world. What I wanted, what you and my mother wanted, was insignificant.”
“Insignificant?” 
“I'm not being cruel,” she says. “There are other people. Other families. Other lovers. You are not the only creature who matters, Legba.”
“Stop calling me that.”
“It's who you are.”
“She's not going to stop, your mother,” I say. “I'm not going to, either. We can be a family again, Mercy.”
“This is tiresome,” she says. “You can see everything around you, live in every timeline at once, and yet you only say the same words over and over. That wasn't your life. It never was, even when you had it. Those moments were stolen. Josephine wasn't yours. I wasn't yours. You were pretending to be a person, Legba. You don't know the first thing about being human.”
“And do you?” I say. “Have you forgotten us already? Because it's still fresh for us, Mercy. It will always be raw and hurting and consuming. It will always make us inhuman, this pain. We lost you, don't you understand? You may not feel like you lost us, but we lost our baby that day. We lost our child. We didn't even find a body. It was never about getting you back. It was always about fixing what we did wrong, it was about guilt and pain and making things right.”
“Redemption,” she says, like the word is alien. As if it sits wrong in her mouth. “I can give you redemption, Legba. If that's what you want.”
I watch her, trying to understand what game we're playing. 
“And what do you want, Mercy?”
She watches me for a long time. “You already know,” she says. “I want you to stop him. I want you to kill your brother.”
“Carrefour.”
She nods. 
“To save the world.”
“The worlds,” she corrects.
“Why are you so interested?” I say. “Why do you want to save them so badly? You're not even a part of that world anymore.”
She smiles and I have to look away. She looks just like Josie. Mercy makes a sweeping motion in front of her with her hands and something appears in front of her. Like a window, but tinged with the colors radiating from her lucid skin. I look down into it and I can see flashes of people: black, white, fat, thin, tall, short. All people. I see a white woman save a man's life as he lies in the street, blood coming from his chest. She stops the bleeding and I watch her burst into tears as the man gasps for breath. 
“They are strangers,” she says. 
Another image. Boys throwing stones at a little girl. A boy steps in front of the bullies and shields her with his own body. A stone strikes his head and he gushes blood. But he turns and smiles at her, smiles at her as if everything is going to be all right. She reaches out and takes his hand and smiles back. 
Another image, a funeral. A group of rough-looking men ride their motorcycles in front of a large cathedral. They're wearing battered leather coats and they park their bikes on the street, getting off as one and standing in the middle of the street as a procession comes out of the church. They're hiding the fundamentalist protestors carrying horrible signs from view. One of the protestors' signs pokes up that says “GOD HATES FAGS.” A woman with a puffy face comes to stand in front of one of the haggard men, his face weathered and his beard gray and scraggly. She steps forward and wraps her arms around the man, who bends down and puts one large hand on her back. 
“Thank you,” I see the woman mouth as she steps away, wiping tears from her face.
“Do you see?” says Mercy. “Do you see them? They're beautiful. They're so full of love and forgiveness, Legba. So full of life and joy and sadness. You knew this once.” She waves her hand and the window disappears. “That is my interest. I'm interested in them, in who you were, in who she was. They hurt and they keep going. They hurt and they don't let anyone else feel that hurt if they can help it.”
“Kindness,” I say.
“Humanity.”
“So why offer me redemption? I'm not kind.”
“Nor are you human,” she says. “You never were.”
“I was close,” I say, my voice soft. “So close.”
“She loved you at your closest,” she says. “She may love you again.”
“Is that the redemption?”
“I can't make her love you, if that's what you mean. When it comes, you won't even know it. But it will come. If you do as I ask. Just one small thing that can save everyone. So many people, so many timelines, so many worlds. All of them asking for salvation.”
“I know,” I say. “They never stop.”
“Neither does their pain.”
“I can't answer everyone who calls me.”
“You've answered no one, not for a very long time.”
“Because I was your father,” I say. “I was a husband and so much more. I want that again, Mercy. Please.”
“You can't have it. Not with me. Perhaps it's time for the loa to rest. Perhaps I can answer their prayers.”
“Perhaps you can.”
I can't meet her eyes, I don't want her to see my disappointment. I can't have her seeing me like this. I can feel the knife forever in my chest twisting. I put a hand to the pain, trying to quell the ache.
“You'll never forget who you are, Legba. Not for long. Eventually you always remember, and the world does not thank you for your grief. Someone always gets hurt, people always die while you remember.”
She waves her hand and another window opens. I peer down and I see myself, alone in a forest. But not Spencer McQuarrie, this form is an old man with an ebony face and a grizzled beard. Light flashes out of him and flattens the forest. Rivers dry up and animals die. Hikers burn alive, screaming as they go.
The scene changes. I am younger. Standing in San Francisco. The light pours out. The bridge collapses. The screams fill my ears as the city collapses, not an earthquake, but Legba. Me.
I am looking at my current form now. Standing on a beach. Thailand, maybe. Light flares and the ocean rises up, collapsing on villages, cities, and the screams keep going on even after thousands have died, passing from the world of the living to their haunted, ghostly forms. Like children. The souls of the dead. 
I put a hand over my mouth to stop the screams. My own screams. Not the dead, not the dying, but me.
“You keep trying to be human and you cause destruction wherever you go,” she says, not unkindly. “You ignore the dead, who are your responsibility. This must change, do you understand? I am willing to forgive, if you do as I ask.”
“Why not just put me out of my misery?” I say.
“I'm not a loa,” says Mercy. “I don't consider death to be the only solution. I was given a second chance once.”
“What could possibly redeem me?”
“I can only tell you that it will come,” she says. 
“If I kill Carrefour.”
“Yes.”
“So death can be the only solution?”
She hesitates. “Only in extreme circumstances. When all other solutions have been exhausted.”
“He's my brother,” I say. “My twin. You don't know what you ask.”
“No, I don't,” she says. “But you love him, I know. It's cruel to ask you. But I must be cruel, Legba. I must be cruel if people are to be saved. If the children, women, men are to live, I must be cruel.”
“Will she live?” I say, watching her closely. I know she's capable of lying now. Could she be lying to me now? “Will Josie live? Will your mother survive?”
“I can't say,” she says.
“Can't or won't? Can you see it? Can you see her?”
“I can't see any of it,” she says. “I can never see it. It's unfixed in time, it's not set. It's an untethered moment, and it shouldn't be possible.”
“Why shouldn't it be possible? Things aren't always set.”
“Not to you,” she says, “but to me, I always know. I can always see the outcome. But this...”
“The outcome.”
“The fate of the world. Perhaps it's better not to see it. It's better not to know Josephine's fate.”
“Why?”
“So my emotions can't guide me,” she says.
“Do you still have emotions?”
“Of course,” she says, blinking slowly with her green, green eyes. “It hurts just to look at you dressed like him. It hurts to think of my mother, to say it doesn't matter if she lives. It shouldn't matter, not at all. She is just one person compared to millions, billions. But it feels like my heart is being torn apart.” Her voice is level, almost scientific.
She raises an eyebrow. “I know what's at stake. As do you. What happened in the storm, in Katrina, Legba. All the dead, all the wounded, all the hope lost...this will be worse. And if you could sacrifice your emotions to stop that storm, back when you really were Papa Legba, back when you knew what was important, you would have done it.”
I open my mouth to talk, but close it again. She's right. I would have sacrificed even myself to stop the pinnacle event that eventually drove me to madness.
“Yes,” I say finally.
“Then we are in agreement.”
“Stop Carrefour,” I say. “Save the world.”
“Not stop,” she says. “Kill.”
“It will be like killing myself.” 
“It may well kill you both,” she says. “But it won't be the end.”
“Of the world, or of me?” 
“Time will tell,” she says. And as if in dismissal, I fall, down toward the earth, so fast that for a second it feels like dying. But then I'm standing outside on a street and it's night. 
And the too-thin and too-long house is right in front of me. 
“You were right, Jo. I guess it really is beginning.” And I open the gate.
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
I walk through the front door without knocking. Josephine is all that matters to me right at this moment. Carrefour will come. But for now, I need to find Jo.
I can't see her. I can't feel her anywhere. I remember what Mercy said about this timeline being cloaked in darkness. This house is where it's going to happen. I know it suddenly and without doubt. It was always this house, always would be this house. This house is important and I now know why.
The fate of the world would be decided here. 
I mount the stairs, shivering at the silence. There are no prayers, no raised ecstatic voices, no pleas, no threats. At last I have silence, but I know it's not for any good reason. I feel suspicion rising up inside me and have to focus on climbing the stairs, then climbing them again on the next landing. I pull on the handle set in the low ceiling in a short hall at the top of the landing. Bedroom doors are ajar on either side of me, but there is no one here. 
The door opens downward, a ladder slipping down with it. I climb, each rung feeling like a struggle, each step reminding me that I don't know where Jo is. Was Ayiza to be trusted? Or would she try to put Jo out of her misery as Marinette threatened?
I finally reach the top and clamber up through the small square cut into the ceiling. I come out into a small attic. A crawlspace, really, with boxes lining every wall, old trunks, stuffed things springing with feathers, an old seamstress mannequin gathering dust in a corner. And a cot right in the middle of the room. 
It's empty.
“Jo?” I say, my voice sounding muted in the small space. “Jo, where are you? Please?” I look around the room, as if she's hiding behind boxes or standing still with a lampshade on her head like the cartoons Mercy used to watch.
I walk to the lone, tiny window, covered in grime, and see Jo standing outside in the yard, looking around like she's lost. Like she's a child separated from her family, and she doesn't know what to do or where to go. But she has been, and she is lost, I realize. Lost in herself.
“She's going to destroy you,” says a voice.
“Ayiza,” I say, before turning around. “What have you done?”
“Nothing,” she says. “Only told her not to love you.”
“Why would you do such a thing?”
“Because she's not good enough,” she says. “She's ruined, Legba.”
“No, she's not,” I say. “She's perfect.”
“She has many flaws.”
“So do I,” I say. “So do you. Spite for one.”
“Why do you love her, brother?” she says. “Why do you continue to gamble? To spin the wheel, hoping to land in her good graces? Most women would die to be loved by you. Find one of them. The loa do not compete for hearts.”
“I'm not competing.”
“You are,” she says. “You're competing with yourself. Your human who you created in your skin. You're competing against a ghost, and you can never win.”
“Did she say that?”
Ayiza turns from me and walks to the window to look down at Jo. “No. She says she is her own and she'll love you if she wants to.” She looks at me over her shoulder. “But she won't, Legba. She loves someone who never existed.”
“He existed,” I say. “He's still here.”
“You?” she laughs something dry and crackling. “You're too wild to be human. You're full of unbridled anger and grief. I can see it. Why do you insist on wearing his skin?”
“Because this is what I look like.”
“I can see what you look like,” she says. “You're full of power. Human skin can't contain you.”
“The loa look how we like,” I say. “Is that what you look like, really?”
She flips two ropes of hair off her shoulder and smiles sweetly at me. “Of course, brother. I'm just as God made me.”
“Don't play games,” I say, “did you do something?”
“I did nothing. Only tried to talk sense into you. And her.”
“Good, you can stay away from us,” I say. “I'm going to talk to her.”
“I can't stay away, I'm afraid,” she says. “I'm waiting for someone.”
“Did Marinette not show up?” I say. “What a shame.”
“You saw her?” she says, with genuine surprise. “What did you do to her?”
“I did nothing,” I mocked. “Only tried to talk some sense into her.”
“Legba. It's going to end badly.”
“For whom?”
“Everyone.”
I close my eyes and try to slip through to join Jo, but frown when nothing happens.
“There is a null here,” Ayiza says. “The Mambos are powerful. No magic, no ghosts inside this house. You have to go outside on your own two feet.”
I walk to the door and descend the ladder as Ayiza sings to herself. 
“Je li klere kòm chandè,” Ayiza sings.
“Li gen ti tete doubout. Ay! si Choukoun te fidèl. Ay! si Choukoun te fidèl, Jan mwen ta renmen li.” I understand the words, remember the first time I heard them in Haiti, when I was so new. I narrow my eyes at Ayiza, whose back is to me. The words translate to, Her eyes are bright as candles, she has erected breasts, if only she was faithful, if only she was faithful, how I would have loved her.
Disgusted with my sister, I climb down the ladder. I can still hear her singing, taunting me. I walk through the house and still can't shake the paranoia. Something is wrong here. 
I walk through the back door in the kitchen and step out into the yard. Jo is there, walking barefoot away from me, her hips sliding back and forth as she walks, her feet weaving as she heads for the hounfor. I call her name, but the wind is rising and she can't hear me. The sky is black, blacker than night, and the air is wet and too warm. There's a storm coming. And still all the windows remain dark, no one in the neighborhood stirs.
I walk toward the hounfor, where Jo is standing still in the center. She looks up at me slowly. For a moment she starts to smile, but the corners of her mouth quiver and the smile turns to a frown.
“You're not him,” she says. “Why do you look like him? I can see inside of you. You've got stars in you.” She laughs then, her eyes slightly unfocused.
“Josie,” I say.
“Don't call me that,” she says. “Only he calls me that.”
“It's me. Please. Can't you see me?”
“Stop,” she says, holding out her hand. I stop where I am, watching her. I can see that she's shining through, a bit at the eyes, the throat, the place just over her heart.
“Josie, you're dying,” I say thickly, and suddenly feel so human. So full of anguish and fear. The feeling fuels me, brings me to life even as I feel hot tears on my face. “Let me help you. Goddamn it, Josephine, let me save you.”
“Like you saved Mercy?” she says. “You could have saved her, couldn't you? You weren't really Spencer, you weren't really gentle and sweet. You weren't smart and capable and sensible. You weren't good with numbers and you didn't sing Ray Charles songs every time you got drunk. You didn't love like he did, no matter what he loved. I've never been loved so fierce as when Spencer was with me. When he left, I...It was so cold when he was gone. But you couldn't let me have him, could you? You weren't him. You could have just shrugged Spencer off like a fur coat and saved my Mercy, but you couldn't do that either.”
“It's not that simple,” I say. But in a way, it is that simple. If I hadn't been human, if I hadn't worked so hard to be someone else, I could have saved Mercy. But who's to say that Legba would have saved her? Or would I have killed her to save the world? Would I have been as kind as Samedi? 
“You could have made losing my husband mean something,” Jo said, tears on her cheeks. “But you couldn't even do that. You took him away after we lost our child, you showed up too late to do something good. And it's not good
enough. It's not my fault I fell for him. I know he wasn't real, that it was you the whole time, but it hurts.” She clutched at her chest like she was trying to dig her fingers through her chest. “You're not him and it hurts and it just keeps hurting.” She lets out a deep sob and she closes her eyes, tilts her face toward the sky, and her tears slip down her temples.
“I'm sorry,” I say, and I've never felt anything more honest come out of my mouth. “I'm so sorry. I've done this to you. Josephine, I'm sorry.”
“You were the one,” she says quietly. She's stopped crying, but she's angry. Her eyes are still closed toward the sky. “You gave Felicia the watches, she told me. And then I was sent off with you, to do what I'd always wanted to do. Isn't that funny how that worked? An entire university, and the two of us were chosen. Almost like someone had orchestrated the whole thing. One big lie to waste my life on.”
“It wasn't a lie,” I say. “You changed history. You still are.”
“Not really, though,” she says. And I can see she's not crazy. She's hurt and she wants me to hurt, too. And I do. Oh, God, it hurts so badly, hearing her say these things. But I deserve it. I deserve all of it and more. 
“Jo, didn't we have a good life?” I say. “Weren't we happy?”
“That wasn't happiness,” she says. “None of it was real, it was all made up. You're not Spencer.”
“I am,” I say. “At least I was. I...Jo, I don't know what I am anymore. I'm not what I used to be. I'm something in between.”
“Well join the goddamn club,” she says. “That's called life, sweetheart.”
“Life,” I repeat, unsure why it surprises me.
“Goddammit!” she says, looking at me. Her brow is furrowed, her eyes searching. She's watching me closely now, as if trying to understand. “Why can't it be easy? Why can't we just be regular people?”
“We're not regular,” I say. 
“And you're not human.” She says the words softly, as if realizing it for the first time. Her tears are silent this time. “Maybe I'm not human either.”
“You're better than that,” I say. “You're extraordinary.”
“I'm not,” she says. “I'm so scared. All the time. I can't even breathe.”
“I can help you, Josie.” She's glowing all over now and I'm so afraid. But she comes closer to me and I'm breathing her in. She reaches a hand to my face. I close my eyes at her touch, but when I open them again there are tears in her eyes again.
“Josephine,” I whisper. 
“You've broken me again,” she says. “Over and over and over again.” She's murmuring the words to me, as if this is intimate. “I just keep coming back and letting you break me. Why do I let you? Why do you get under my skin when I try my best to stay strong? How are you making me feel this way when you're not even who you say you are?”
“Jo,” I say. “You're going to die.”
She leans forward until our noses almost touch. I can smell the warm, flowery smell of her. “We're all going to die,” she whispers in my ear, sending shivers down my spine. “Even you, Legba.”
“You know my name.”
“I'm not stupid.”
“No, you're not.”
“I'm not naive, either. Not anymore.”
“I know.”
“Why do you keep saying that you want to save me?” she says, her face so close to mine, her breath hot. She’s shaking. “What do I need saving from?”
“The others,” I say. “Travelers. They're all dead.”
“Did you kill them?” It wasn't an accusation, she just wants to know.
“I had to,” I say. “Else they would kill everyone around them.”
“Why?”
“Bondye.”
She looks down at herself then, sees the colors shining through her skin and she laughs. “But that's not why you killed them, is it, Legba?”
“What?”
“The travelers. You fed me their hearts. And you ate them, too, didn't you?”
I don't have to answer. She already knows.
“You killed them for us,” she says. “You are murdering people to add minutes to my life. And now there's no one left. Time is up.”
“I didn't know, Jo. About what Bondye did to us. To you. I wanted to give you everything you've ever wanted. I wanted to give you worlds upon worlds. I tried so hard to make you happy.”
“You didn't do a very good job, did you?”
“No,” I say. 
“What does God have to do with travelers dying?”
“They got too close. They soaked up too much Bondye. That's too much power for humans to handle.”
“And I was near Him for even longer,” she says. Her dark eyes are exploring mine, probing, trying to unravel me. I would let her, I would let her unwind every bit of me to study. I would walk through Hell if it brought me just one kind word. I realize I don't want her love, but her forgiveness. It isn't possible, though. She will never forgive what I have done.  
But then, for the second time, she reaches up and touches my face. I don't close my eyes this time. I hold her gaze in mine as she runs her cool fingers over my cheek.
“How would you save me?” she says.
I swallow, suddenly nervous. “Give you my power,” I say. “Make you a loa.”
“A loa?” she says, forgetting for a moment to be angry. “Like you?”
I nod. “Yes.”
“I wouldn't die?”
“Never.”
“But I'd be stuck with you,” she says, managing a small smile. “Forever.”
“Yes. You would share my power,” I say slowly, watching her face, gauging her reaction. “You and I would be one, Josephine. You would stay by my side and I by yours.”
“Together forever,” she says, and I can't tell if she's being sarcastic this time or earnest. She takes a step back, but she's still watching me in that way she has. She's still exploring. “And I'll die without you.”
I smile, but she's dead serious and I feel myself become solemn.
“You'll die without me,” I echo, my heart twisting painfully in my chest. 
She exhales a shaky breath. A tear slides down her cheek. “You're a stranger to me.”
I close my eyes at the pain. It is both surprising and welcome. And so unbearable that I can barely fathom the immensity of it. Even I can't fully grasp the pain of heartache. It is no wonder it drives humanity.
And then she surprises me again. 
“Show me your face,” she says.
“My face?”
“Not that one,” she says. “Not his face. Show me what you look like. Tell me who you are if you want to save me so badly. If you ask this of me, then show me one true thing. Show me yourself.”
“It may hurt you,” I say.
“I can't be hurt any more than I already am.”
I nod. I can already feel the facade slipping, the picture of who I want to be begins to melt away, and I feel cold. McQuarrie is like a blanket I keep always around me. It felt good to be the man McQuarrie. I feel naked without him. I feel tender and raw and completely vulnerable. I realize now that I am Legba, as everyone says. At least, I am more Legba than Spencer was. 
Josephine is watching, I can feel it. I can smell her, taste her in the air. Like a tropical flower on the wind. Again I shudder, not with desire, but anticipation of rejection. Perhaps it would be better to die than to love me. Perhaps she would choose to leave the world rather than be with me. 
But as the cloak of humanity disappears from around me, and I feel myself once again shining, filling the darkness with my light, I feel her shudder and gasp. I look at her and see that her eyes are wide, her mouth slightly agape. She is frozen, watching me. Is she repelled? Does she hate me? Is she terrified? 
But then she steps forward, blinking her eyes in the bright. Her eyes are watering, either from the illumination or from emotion, and the tears brim over and run down her cheeks and nose and into her mouth and hair. I want to reach out, to wipe them away, but I'm afraid. So satisfyingly afraid. I try to hang onto the emotion, try to keep it with me, to draw this second in time out to last an eternity. But that power is not mine. And after a moment, she wipes her own tears away with the back of her hand.
Her voice is tremulous when she says, “Can I touch you?”
“Yes,” I breathe.
When her fingers touch my chest, it is almost reverently. She breathes out and there is a catch in her throat. Her eyes trace over me as the stars shine out through my skin. I am letting her see me, which no human has ever done before. I have taken off every skin I've ever worn for her. For her. Only Josephine.
She slides her hands up my body and I force myself to watch her. To see her, to smell her, to breathe her in. I want to touch her, too, but this is not the time. She needs to know me. I am the only thing standing between Jo and death, though I can tell from watching her, she does not fear either. 
She’s running her fingertips over my face now, caressing my cheeks, circling around my eyes, and all the while watching me closely.
“You're so beautiful,” she whispers. “Why would you hide this?”
“Because,” I say, my voice strained, “if you wear a mask, then no one can see you.”
“You don't want people to see you?”
“No,” I say, and she looks right into my eyes. “Until now.”
“Will I look like this?”
“Yes,” I say. “I think so. I don't really know.”
“You've never done this before?”
“Of course not. It has only been done once. My sister. She fell in love with a man many years ago.”
“Do the loa often fall in love?”
“No.”
“Will it hurt?” she says, and I can see a small, hidden smile behind her eyes. And then I know that she will stay. She will allow herself to be saved. By my side, and I by hers. I feel a rush of warmth then, my skin tingling under her touch, the power throbbing in my chest, yearning to reach for her.
“I don't know,” I whisper, barely a breath, barely out loud. But she hears me and moves closer. Her skin is touching mine now, I can feel her breasts pressing against me, her belly, her thighs. “Jo, you have to stay with me. Can you do that? Can you keep coming back to me every night?”
“Can you?” she says, an edge to her voice.
“I already do. I'm here.”
“Except when you forget. Except when you leave me.”
“That wasn't me.”
She's watching me closely. Her lip trembles when she says, “Yes it was.”
“I won't leave you. Not ever. I don't want to miss a single moment.”
“How can I know that?”
“Come, see what I see.” I hold out my arms, inviting her closer. She's still touching me with her hand. She notices and slowly pulls her arm back, hugging herself, trying to stop shaking. “I can show you what it will be like. I promise, I'll never hurt you.”
She watches my face, blinking in my light. She's searching there, and for a moment I think she's going to turn and walk away. I think that she's going to choose death rather than embrace me. But after a long moment she steps into my arms. I turn her around so she can see, and breathe her in as I hold her, her back pressed against my chest. I cross my arms over her ribcage and she touches my hands.
“Now concentrate,” I whisper, closing my eyes, focusing on what I’m doing, on letting her see.  There is a buzz traveling through my arms, and she goes rigid as she feels it, too. She's breathing hard when the light wraps around her, her chest moving with each exhalation. 
“Open your eyes,” I say. I know that she does because she makes a small noise of surprise, and is suddenly still. Her breath slows, and for a long time she is completely silent. When she does speak it's in a trembling whisper. As if she's afraid to break the spell.
“What am I seeing?” she says.
“The way the world looks. The way it really looks.”
“Has it always been this beautiful?”
“Yes.”
“What are those voices? There are so many.”
I hesitate before I answer. “Prayers.”
“To you?”
“Yes.”
“Will you answer them?”
“I don't know.”
“Why do they shriek that way? They sound like the children.”
“Not children,” I say. “Ghosts. Souls. The people I couldn't save. They need someone to take them to the afterlife. But I can no longer help them. I can no longer be the same loa who answered prayers. You have to be pure to step through the crossroads. Grief has changed me. I cannot be pure, and I cannot help them.”
She is silent. “Are they ever quiet?”  
“No,” I say. I hesitate. “But there's a way.”
“A way?”
“We can go away from here. We can leave this world.”
“Like Mercy?”
“Yes,” I say, “a bit like that.” I feel a twinge of guilt. “With my brother.”
“Your brother who killed our child? Samedi?”
“No,” I say. “He is no more. He's with Carrefour.”
“You've killed him?”
I shake my head. “No. But Samedi won't trouble us.”
She is quiet for a long moment. “I want to kill him. I want him to suffer for what he's done to us. To me.”
“Mercy is happy.”
“Will I have the power?” she says. “If we do this, will I have the strength to kill Samedi?”
I don't hesitate this time. “Yes.”
“Will you stop me?”
I think about it. Samedi took her away from us. He took away the choice, just took her. She was our baby, and suddenly she was gone. Just gone from the world. Perhaps it would have been better had Mercy destroyed the world. 
“I won't stop you,” I say. “I'll help you. But you have to live to do anything. You have to choose. What's your answer? Will you let me save you?”
She turns around and I'm holding her face to face now. I'm looking down at eyes tinged with stars, a mouth tremulous, the brightness shining through when she speaks. The end is near. This will have to happen soon.
“Jo, I need your answer,” I say. “It will be too late.”
She grimaces in pain and falls against me. I can see something growing in her chest, shining through with colors of Bondye. Her very bones are vibrating. Just like Mercy's.
“Yes,” she gasps. “My answer is yes.”
I feel something lurch inside of me, something trying to burst forth and be released. I feel Jo against me, and it feels like she's a part of me already. If I let go of her, I'm letting go of myself. I pull her closer, crushing her to me. I can feel the power like a heartbeat, throbbing, growing larger. Soon it will split me open to find a way out of me. Jo's eyes are wide, so bright, almost as bright as I am. 
She said yes. 
I lower my head as she raises hers. When our lips touch, sparks of electricity shoot out like fireworks and land upon the smooth earth under our feet where they smolder in the dirt instead of burning out. I pull away from her lips and look at her.
“This may hurt,” I say. “But it's the last pain you'll feel.”
“That's a lie,” she breathes. “I can feel yours. You hurt more than anyone I've ever seen.” She raises a hand to my chest. “I'll soothe your pain, Legba. And you'll soothe mine.” She wipes her fingers under my eye and they come away wet. I didn't even realize I was crying. 
“Are you ready?” I say.
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
The light has a mind of its own. It leaves me and wraps around Jo, fills her belly, her skin, her bones, then it does the same to me again. We are two points of rest in a power that is constantly moving, always in motion. Jo doesn't scream after the first jolt, but I can see her pain. She isn't vibrating any longer, but her skin is ashen, her mouth open as she lies on the ground, the dance-pounded earth beneath us seeming to cradle her. I'm on my knees beside her and it feels like dying. 
As the thought comes, I realize. It's killing her. Maybe not literally, but when Jo comes out the other side, she will not be the same. Just as I am not Spencer McQuarrie. The same and not the same. Knowledge changes you. Power even more so. And I have both. But now, I have Josephine, too.
I watch as the light bursts from Jo's chest, making her shudder, and rises in the air before thrusting into me. It feels as though it's breaking my bones, crushing my organs, exploring every cell in my body and making them its own. It spreads out this time, makes itself at home. And when it leaves me this time, it is halved, the other half finally at rest inside of me. When it drives into Jo's chest, she arches her back, her body shaking so hard that for a moment I think she’s having a fit. But then it settles inside of her, too, and she is finally still.
I fall over next to her, letting my body go limp, allowing myself to fall, spent, exhausted. We lay there for long minutes, perhaps hours. Time passes and is still at the same time. The sky lightens, but the clouds are black, the air is thick with a hot rain and the wind seems oddly still. We are neither asleep nor awake, we are enigmas already. We are one, and as I lace my fingers through hers, I can feel her. Different. She is the same, and she is greatly changed. And I feel her anger, even more potent now, consuming her.
She stirs and sits up slowly, holding her hand in front of her and staring at her fingers. She is shining with light, just as I am. She is loa, just as I am. She is a nebula and the shadows and hope and wrath. She is me and I am her, and nothing will ever separate us again. 
Jo is looking down at me now, something in her eyes I've never seen before. She smiles, light radiating from her face.
“What will you call me now?” she says.
“Josephine.”
“What will I call you?”
“Whatever you want,” I say. She is beautiful, even more so than she was. Now she has shrugged off her mantle of mortality, of fear, and she is reborn, stronger, more powerful than anything she could imagine. 
“I'll call you mine,” she says, and then she is on top of me, her mouth on mine. Flickers of power burn on our tongues, and when she takes me inside of her, I feel the very dirt around us burning to nothing, the nearby trees rattle, the leaves falling around us in ashes, the stones in the circle around us so hot that they become black and charred. Josephine rides me, her moans echoing in the night, her fingernails digging into me exquisitely, her frantic pace taking me again and again and again. It's more of a frenzy than making love, but it's Josephine. So I say her name over and over. Josephine, Josephine, Josephine.
Then we are entwined, once again spent, from pleasure this time, rather than pain. I touch her face as she stares up at the sky, enraptured by the new world that's opened up to her. I feel the power coming off of her and I wonder if it will soon scare me. 
“Where is he?” she says.
“Who?”
“Carrefour,” she says. “Where is your brother?”
“We needn't see him now,” I say. “He can wait.”
She stands quickly, holding her fingers out in the air to feel the coming storm on her skin. The wind gusts outside the hounfor, pulling at the roof and walls. Pellets of rain ring out in the sacred space.

“There are so many voices,” she says.
“Yes.”
“Why don't you answer them?”
“Because I can't,” I say, ashamed at my own weakness. 
She smiles, though, holding out a hand to help me up. I take it.
“I'm alive,” she says, when I'm standing next to her. She takes my hand. “We'll answer them together. I'll help you.”
“You already have helped me.”
“But first, you made a promise. Call him. Call your brother,” she says. “Call Carrefour. He'll come for you. And he'll bring Samedi with him, won't he, Legba?”
The name seems odd coming from her. She has a gleam in her eyes, and I wonder if I've made a mistake. But how could saving Josie be a mistake?
“Yes, Samedi will be with him.”
“Call Carrefour. Call him.”
“We have time, Jo. I can show you things you've never fathomed. I can take you places no human has been.”
“I want Samedi, now,” she says. “Call him.”
There is a manic tone to her voice. I recognize it because I was the same way after Mercy died. I was desperate to bring her back, however possible. I wanted my child back, no matter the consequences, no matter how many people I hurt, including myself. It would all be worth it if I brought her back. It would all be worth it when I placed Mercy in Josephine's arms. 
But we couldn't bring her back. Even if we could, she didn't want to come back. She was more now, linked with Bondye. The rain is coming down like small knives now, threatening to burst through the thin roof. I can see lightning through the door. A mighty roll of thunder shakes the earth.
“When are we?” I say. “Why are there no people in the houses? It must be afternoon by now.”
“Legba,” she says, “Call him, please. Please.”
But I can’t speak for a moment. I feel the air, the crackling energy, I feel the fear in the wind. The calm before the storm, the lull before the horror. The moment before everything went to hell. I know when we are. And it terrifies me.
“Josie,” I say. “Oh my God, Josie. Oh, God, no.” I stagger back. “Why did she bring us here? I wasn't thinking, I didn't pay attention to the time. Why did Ayiza bring you to this time?”
“What is it?” Jo says, finally distracted from her purpose. “What's happening?”
“Look at it,” I say. “Feel it. Make yourself see where we are. When we are. Do you see it now?”
Jo is looking around. Everything is so new to her. But she closes her eyes for a moment, and after a few seconds they fly open, searching mine.
“We have to go,” I say. I can feel the prayers rising in a fever pitch. The voices are yelling at me, the rain is coming down even harder, like rocks on the roof. Another wave of thunder comes and it feels like the earth is going to break apart.
“It's 2005,” says Jo, her eyes wide. “August.”
“You know where we are.”
She doesn't answer for a few moments, but when she does, her voice sounds human again. Scared.
“Katrina,” she says. 
“Let's go,” I say. “We can't be here.”
“Mercy,” she says. “We can save her.”
“No, we can't,” I say. “Don't you remember? She told us not to try.”
“But we’re here now, Spencer,” she says. “We can go to the old house. We can save our baby.”
“And watch her burst apart?” I say. “Watch the whole world end?”
“We can make her like us,” she says. “She can be a loa, too.”
“It doesn't work that way. It's my soul. It's my power, the power of God. We can't save everyone who's going to die.”
“Spencer,” she says, forgetting about Legba, forgetting Samedi and Carrefour. “We have to try.”
I watch her, her eyes filled with need. 
“Come on,” I say, taking her hand. And I step through the fabric of the world...
And come out in the hounfor again.
“Legba, what's happening? We need to get to her, to save our baby.”
“I know,” I say. “I don't understand.” I step through again, pulling Josephine with me, and step again into the same place, the rain crashing on the roof now, the dirt under our feet sodden and slick with water that trickled in under the walls.
“It's not working,” I say. “I can't get there. Something's wrong.”
“Then we'll walk,” says Jo. “We'll run, we'll drive. Anything. We have to save her.”
“It's too late for that,” says a voice behind me. I turn to see Marinette, owl wings still on her back, slightly singed, blocking the doorway. “Oh, my sweet little brother. You've forgotten everything, haven't you?” The wind is whipping the feathers in her wings, raising her hair out behind her. A triangle of roof blows off and rain comes through in a sheet.
“No,” I say, standing in front of Jo. 
“You've forgotten me,” Marinette says. Ayiza steps into the hounfor from behind her and she smiles and stretches her wings. Bollah is suddenly crouching next to my sisters, touching the ground that is now covered in water, covering his hands to the wrists in mud. He stands and faces me.
“I'm sorry, Legba,” he says, and takes Ayiza's hand. A whisper, and then Loko is standing with them, his face defiant. They're blocking the only door. I look up at the hole in the roof. The wind is screaming now, pulling on the nails, the supports.
“What is this?” I say. “Why are we here?”
“Spencer,” says Josephine. “Mercy. We must–”
“What have you done?” says Loko, looking at Jo. “After all our pleas to leave it be, Legba.”
“Pleas?” I say. “When you threatened to kill my wife?”
Josephine goes silent, looking past my shoulder at my family.
“This is what is left of us, Legba,” says Ayiza. “Your brothers and sisters are reduced to what you see before you. Carrefour has taken us. He hunts us like boar, brother. We are here to stop him. We are here to stop you.”
“Stop me?” I say. “I'm not Carrefour.”
“And Samedi?” says Marinette. “Tell us. What happened to our brother?”
I meet Marinette's eyes and don't look away.
“Where were you trying to go, Legba?” says Marinette, stretching her wings. “Were you trying to save her? Poor little Mercy. You'd sacrifice anything to save her. The fate of the world rests on this moment, and you tried to leave. You don't think, Legba. You just take and take and sacrifice everything to get back one small window of your life. You even sacrificed your own family. You sacrificed Samedi.”
“Josephine is my family,” I say, my voice low. “I'd let you all burn for her. I'd let you all burn to have one more second with Mercy.”
“Mercy,” says Marinette, the blue in her eyes growing brighter. She takes a step toward me as the wind rises. The roof lifts up on one side and falls back down with a clap like thunder. Marinette stays steady. “I've seen her, you know.”
Jo steps out from behind me, watching my sister and Marinette watches her, a smile spreading across her face.
“When did you see her?” says Jo.
“Time is a funny thing, isn't it, Josephine?” my sister says. “It's hard to tell one timeline from another. I, for one, thought you were dead. But then I remembered that hadn't happened yet. Isn't that funny?”
“When did you see my daughter?” Jo says, undeterred, unaffected. But I can feel her anger, even though on the surface she's placid and calm. 
“Not long ago,” says Marinette. “But she's not your daughter any longer, is she? She's better than that. She's Bondye.”
“No, she's not,” says Jo, looking at me.
“Samedi was kind to save her,” says Marinette. “Kind and sentimental. Even he had no idea what would happen. He just wanted to hide her from Carrefour. But Mercy wasn't just any child. And being Legba's offspring, of course she wanted more. She wanted everything, our Mercy.”
“She wants to save us,” I say.
“No,” says Marinette. “She wants to save humanity. The loa? Very low on her list of priorities. Even, it happens, her mother and father.”
“What are you getting at, Marinette?”
“She wants you to kill Carrefour, she told me,” says Marinette. 
“She brought you there?” I say. “To the void?”
“I saw Bondye, or what was left of Him. He's barely alive. But Mercy. She is so bright that even I had to avert my eyes. She is everything now, she knows everything. Well, almost everything. She can't see this point in time, this place. This is the point when we can change it. You must kill Carrefour, Legba. You must. She says you're the only one who can.” The mocking tone had gone out of her voice, and Marinette sounded almost desperate.
“Or what?” I say, remembering Mercy. Remembering what she said. Kill Carrefour and she would give me redemption. 
“Or we must kill you.” 
I look at my brothers and sisters, what's left of them. They are all staring at me as though they're afraid of what I'll do next. I reach behind me and take Jo's hand. I feel a surge of energy and she steps to my side. 
“He's my brother,” I say. “My twin.”
“So call him,” says Loko. “Call him, and we can end this. You're the only one he'll come for.”
“Call him,” says Ayiza.
“Call him,” says Bollah. 
“And destroy him,” says Marinette. “Before he destroys us all. This is the hub of everything: the center of the universe. None of us knows how this is going to end. Or even if it will end. Perhaps all time will collapse into eternity in this single moment.”
“If I kill Carrefour,” I say, “Samedi dies with him. They all do. He cannot set them free if he's dead.”
“Samedi,” says Jo, as if in an echo. “Samedi dies.”
“Poor Samedi,” says Marinette. “Someone will take his place. It is a risk we must take.”
“Samedi,” says Jo again. “If Carrefour dies.” And I feel something spark in between our hands. I look at Jo, but her eyes are fixed on the poto mitan. There's someone standing there. Someone small. 
“Mercy,” I say, but immediately realize I'm wrong. It's not Mercy. But it's someone else I know. Marie, Jo’s mother, still a child. She's holding her arm up as if she's holding someone's hand. And then I see two glowing red circles form in the air. A dusty top hat with two long horns rising up on either side. And then he's there, standing in front of us all and my siblings have gone still and silent.
Marie is holding Carrefour's hand. She looks up at him and nods. Then Marie steps forward. She looks at Jo, still so small, but so full of knowledge that she's older than all of us.
“I've seen what happened,” says Marie.
“Why is this human child here?” says Loko, looking at me, his eyes accusing.
“I see you, loa,” Marie says, her voice far too strong and true to be so young. “I see you and I know what you're doing. I see your hate for Josephine. I see your spite. And it is ugly.”
“Marie,” I say, “what are you doing here? This isn't even your time.”
“They are all my times,” she says. “I am the most powerful Mambo who has ever lived. Stronger than my mother, my grandmother, stronger than my great-grandmother, who set our roots in this country, this house. Right here. This hounfor. But even I could only watch. I could only see the events, I couldn't change them. At least I thought I couldn't.”
“Marie?” Jo says. Her eyes keep flicking from Marie to Carrefour, as if she can't decide who is more important.
“Josephine,” says Marie. “Daughter. I'm going to change things. I can change history. I can make it so it never happened. I can change what I've done to you, how unhappy you are.”
“I don't want to change things,” says Jo, yelling over the rain and the wind. She's staring at Carrefour. Her eyes are bright white and sparks flicker on her skin. She's shining straight through her skin, in fact, and I can feel the fishhooks inside of me, threatening to tear me apart. Her rage is igniting mine, her anger is coursing through me now. We share a soul.  
The stars are reaching supernova inside my chest and lightning travels down her arm and back up mine, a constant current of light. 
“Yes, you can kill Samedi,” says Marie. “Josephine, you can do as you like now. You can do anything. You can kill everyone in this world who hurt you. But first, let me do one thing for you. To make up for what I've done. What I'll do. Or what I could do, if things don't change. First let me give you the thing you want most. Let me do this, Josephine. For you.”
Marie is wearing a simple white dress that reaches to her ankles. I don't know when she started floating, but as she speaks, I can see that her feet are dangling just above the ground that is now a lake, all of our feet under the water, and her toes touch the surface as she dangles just above.
“Enough of this,” says Marinette, flapping her great wings and lifting off, her hair touching the rafters, the rain coming through the roof and dripping down her face. “You have no place here, child, no matter what Carrefour has told you.”
“You're wrong,” says Marie. “You're the one who shouldn't be here. I'm here to make things right. For my family.” 
“What are you doing?” I say. “Marie, why are you here?”
She smiles. “I'm going to bring Mercy back.” Thunder claps. And the wind finally pulls the roof off in a great creak. It hits the side of the house and four windows shatter all at once. I can see that the siding on the upper side of the house is gone. No sirens, no people screaming, no one comes out of their houses.
“Are we even in the world?” I say. 
Then Marie's eyes roll back in her head and I can hear Carrefour. Laughing.
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 
A noise comes from Marie's mouth that sounds inhuman, something from deep inside. And figures appear on either side of her. Women in white dresses. Mambos, women who I know. Reenie, Ava, Eveline, and even Aunt Bobbi. They're looking expectant, as if they knew this was coming. They knew they would be called here, to a different time, to help Jo's mother. I watch Marie, her eyes rolled up, her voice low, her feet floating off the ground. And then I look at Carrefour, shrouded in rain, but his eyes cutting through, brighter than they've ever been.
He winks at me. And the Mambos start to dance.
I don't know it's happening until it is inching around the circle, surrounding us, yet still not quite there. Jo's anger is so intense that I can't see straight, can't make out what's happening. Shadows. Ghosts. But when I see, I understand. It would always be this. This moment. This point that changes things. And ends them.
All of this has happened before. That's what Mercy said. She said it over and over, as if she were living that truth. Stopping time and going back, over and over again. Rolling the dice and trying her luck each time. Stopping time right at this moment, the moment the worlds were about to end, the moment that would destroy everything she or anyone else loved. The moment humanity would die. 
What if all of this had happened before? What if Mercy was doing everything she could to save humanity, but we just kept failing? 
Carrefour is laughing again, and now I see why. There are shadows of smoke surrounding us, slipping through the rain. Loa of every shape and form. Samedi has slipped behind Loko. A form like a man but slithering like a mountain of snakes is behind Ayiza. The forms of brothers and sisters I'd forgotten I had are surrounding us, making a circular wall around us. Sobo is there, a smoke-colored sword in his hand; Ezili, hunched and old but still powerful; Obatala, his smoke almost the white of the clouds; small Ti-Jean-Petro; the twins Marasa; and the Krabinay, a group of male and female, their smoke tinged red. There are dozens, maybe hundreds of our brethren. I look at Carrefour.
“You always knew, brother,” he says. “You knew it was always going to be this way. You approved of Samedi yourself.”
“You love your family,” I say. “How could you do this?”
“They turned from me,” says Carrefour. “Everyone turned from me. Except for you.”
“I allowed you to take Samedi because he was going to kill Josephine,” I say. “Because he killed my daughter.”
“And yet, you knew I could,” says Carrefour. “That's why you asked me to take him.” The rain is slowing, the air too hot, too close. I wonder if the levies have broken yet, I wonder how long Mercy has before she dies.
Marinette is screaming, flying down towards the smoke figures, so fast I'm afraid she's going to hit the ground too hard, forgetting she is loa. Her eyes glow a watery blue and power flickers through her outstretched fingers. But as she lets it go, as the blue rockets through the air toward the Krabinay, the jets of blue go straight through the smoke. Straight through into Bollah, who sinks to his knees with a sigh, his eyes searching for Ayiza, his hand reaching for his lover's hand and finding it. Ayiza is screaming now, her face frozen in horror. Marinette is standing on the ground again. She lowers her wings, her eyes wide.
“Ayiza,” she says, her mouth moving with her sister's name, but no sound coming out. 
And then Samedi is on Marinette, reaching into her chest with his shadow-hands, clawing his way inside, seeming to want to touch every warm part of her. She doesn't make a sound as the shadows descend on her. The blue of her power is flickering through her body, shaking her as she is cloaked in smoke. And then the light goes out of her eyes. Her body falls face first in the mud. A winged version made of smoke remains, standing over her still body, her mouth open in a silent scream.
I put up my hands, aiming at the smoke brothers and sisters who Carrefour is controlling. They are lacking substance, though, their smoke dispersing only momentarily, before gathering themselves together again.
There is nowhere to aim that wouldn't hurt someone. The Mambos are behind, my remaining brother and sister in front, but then it doesn't matter. The shadows are on Loko and Ayiza, and climbing inside of them and all around them. They remind me of cockroaches, crawling, skittering, looking for the slightest bit of food. I remember Samedi saying the loa were desperate for the promise of warmth, of life. I squeeze Jo's hand, preparing for the worst. And watch as Loko and Ayiza fall, their smoke twins standing with the others, their eyes vacant hollows.
But then the smoke recedes to the shadows, as if carried by the wind. The rain has stopped completely, but the storm isn't over. Thunder shakes the ground, sending ripples through the water, now almost knee-high. Carrefour holds out his arms and is again wrapped in darkness, slithering against his chest, writhing against him. My brother, my only living brother, my twin. Carrefour lets out a little sigh and meets my eyes. He steps through the Mambos, who are dancing and singing a secret song that I've never before heard, their feet rising and stomping through the water, their white dresses red with mud. He takes a step toward Jo and me and takes off his hat, bowing deeply.
“This is my gift to you, brother,” he says, standing again. He looks at Jo and smiles. “And my new sister. We're going to be so happy together.”
“What is this?” I say. “What are you doing? You've killed them.”
“But Josephine still lives,” he says. “Isn't that what you always say? All for her?”
“What about the Mambos?” I say. Marie is still floating in the middle of the circle, still making the strange noise that seems to shake the earth, that rattles something inside me that I don't understand.
“Did you not hear your mother-in-law?” He smiles. “We're bringing your daughter back. Everything you ever wanted, Legba. I'm giving it all to you, brother. We're all going to be so happy. No more prayers, no more death, no more screams.”
“Mercy is Bondye,” I say.
“That's absurd,” says Carrefour. “Bondye is Bondye and Mercy is Mercy. You asked me to bring your daughter back, don't you remember, brother? Spencer McQuarrie begged me for his child back. And here I am, giving you everything you ever wanted.”
Jo is staring at Carrefour in an odd way, her eyes traveling up and down his body, her eyes strangely lit. I can feel her anger, and it's coming out in my voice.
“I'm not Spencer McQuarrie anymore, Carrefour,” I say. “I will tell you if I want Mercy back.”
“You do want her back. You won't shut up about it.”
“Not like this.”
“Every ceremony needs a sacrifice, Legba,” says Carrefour.
Jo is muttering something under her breath. A word.
“I don't think she's taking to her new powers very well,” says Carrefour. “Is she all right?” There is no concern in his voice, though. Only amusement.
“Samedi,” Jo says, staring at Carrefour's chest. “Samedi, Samedi.”
“Josie, stop,” I say. I look at my brother again. “It can't happen like this. You're going to destroy this world. Humanity. Everything.”
“Yes, ” says Carrefour, and his eyes glow red, brighter than I've seen them. He's powerful. More powerful than I've ever seen him. And then I can see him, from the beginning. Taking the lower loa at first, just a touch, that's all they took. So weak and so eager to latch onto something greater. Then he worked up. The forest loa, the farming loa, and then, one day, he found the Marasa. Twins, how perfect, I can hear Carrefour thinking. And he gathered all his captured loa to his chest, wrapped them around his fingers like a glove, and took the twins. It was easy after that. He always gave them a chance. “Join me, brothers and sisters, and we will have peace.” They laughed at him, mostly. And those are the ones he took the most pleasure in.
“So now you see me,” says Carrefour. “The real Legba knew me. The real Legba helped me. The real Legba loved me.”
“That wasn't the real Legba,” I say. “That was me drowning in grief. That was madness, not reality.”
“Madness is reality,” says Carrefour. “This world is forged in chaos and suffering. But we have a chance.” He looks over his shoulder. The Mambos are still singing, their voices rising to fever pitch, their feet seeming to shake the world. The rain is starting again. The wind pushing at the walls. A spattering of shingles fly off the main house and clatter against the hounfor.
“Bring her,” says Jo, still staring at the smoke on Carrefour's chest. “Don't bring her from the void. She's halfway across town. Bring that Mercy. That's my Mercy. The other...” She looks up at him. “She doesn't belong to anyone. We belong to her. Just bring her to me. Or let me go to her. Let me walk out and I won't hurt you. Let me walk out and find her. And I'll leave Samedi alone.”
“If I let you do that,” says Carrefour, “then none of this will come to pass. For all I know, that baby blows up like the Hindenburg and we're all nothing but ash floating through space. And Bondye sleeps on. If I let you take her, if I let you change history, I wouldn't be reunited with my brother. I wouldn't be as powerful as the great Legba.”
“Let me walk away,” says Jo, speaking slowly and succinctly. “And I'll come back. I'll do whatever you want me to do.”
The earth is more than rumbling from the thunder now. It's shaking so hard that Jo stumbles and I have to grab her hand to hold her up, water from the ground rising up and splashing our faces. What’s left of the hounfor is moving back and forth like a boat on stormy waters. And the Mambos dance on.
“Let me go,” Jo says, and the fishhooks are digging in, ripping, ripping, and all I can see is light. Carrefour seems to sense it, because he backs away. 
“Brother, I'm not insensitive to her struggle, but I will send my shadows at Josephine. I love you, but I will not suffer this behavior.”
“Behavior?” I say.
“We're leaving this world,” he says. “You need to decide if she's going with us.”
“You can say it to my face,” says Jo. 
Carrefour looks at Jo. “You're not fetching a baby across town. You're staying here. Your husband gave up his soul for you.” 
“Then give me Samedi. Let me kill the man who killed my daughter. We're family now.”
“Nonsense,” says Carrefour. “You can't kill him. He's part of me.”
“Let me kill him,” says Jo, “and I'll let you go.”
And Carrefour laughs.
Jo is in front of me then, arms out, eyes blazing, and the hounfor fills with light and heat and the smell of burning flesh. I can see blisters rising from her skin as she screams, and then my power is coursing through her, tearing through her chest and her eyes and her hands. It's wrapping around Carrefour's chest, his red eyes becoming the palest of pink. I try to pull her back, to reign in the power, but she is enraged, and blind with pain. I can see the shadows slithering from Carrefour's hands.
“Josephine, stop!” I scream. I try to pull her away, but she's on fire, her veins are full of stars, her nerves are buzzing with agony, but she is full of only one thought: Samedi, Samedi, Samedi. And then she pulls. Pulls at my own power, what soul I have remaining. She pulls at everything I have left. 
“No, Josie, stop this! It's too much for you.” I see shadows of smoke skittering against the walls, through the mud, between the Mambos.
Carrefour is watching me. It seems unreal, but through the lightning, the pain, beyond the burning flesh, my brother is watching me. Only me. And Jo is trying to take the power, to pull it out of me, to use it for herself. She is blind with pain and grief and madness, just as I was once. I meet Carrefour's eyes and shake my head. 
“Please, brother,” I say. He closes his eyes and the shadows stop, frozen. Carrefour looks at Jo through his pain, and the smoke shadows slither back, through the air and up Carrefour's sleeves. 
Jo is trying to kill him, but she's not strong enough. Carrefour is stronger, more experienced. The power is going to burn her up. Her face is a roadmap of blisters, her hands are blackened, charred. I won't let her burn. She's pulling at the power, trying to pull it out of me, trying to take the whole thing, all my soul, to send it right into Carrefour's heart. And it's killing her, just as Ayiza said it would. Josephine will die if I let her continue, my power, our power will kill her. It’s the same as killing her myself. I can feel her dying, I can feel her life ebbing away with every passing second.
I close my eyes, pain gathering in my chest. I let out a sob, but Josephine doesn't notice. 
And take it back. 
I can feel the power give a little as I pull back, and Jo screams. There are tears streaming out of my eyes, mixing with the rain that is starting to fall harder again, the wind blowing it sideways into my eyes. The power stalls, as if reluctant. But then it snaps back all at once, ramming into my chest, pulling out of Jo like a splinter. Jo's scream ends with a gasp. A whimper. 
And she falls. 
Carrefour is free, lying on the ground, half covered in mud, clutching at himself, at the earth. I reach out to Josephine, ignoring the feeling like a knife in my heart, ignoring the burning in my chest, the throbbing of my power, raging with angry colors, swirling inside of me, behind my eyes, down my arms. I'm holding Jo, then. She's gasping, breathing, human, her face and arms burned.
Dying.
I touch her face, and the blisters heal under my touch. I hold her hands and the flesh becomes brown and supple again. But her eyes won't open. She's breathing, but I can see Bondye inside of her. She's alive, but not for long. She's shining with death.
Carrefour is standing now. His eyes are closed and his hands are bright with red light. He holds them up over his head, toward the heavens. And when he opens his eyes, they are dark, almost black, and they pierce into me.
“Come, Legba,” he says quietly, though I can hear him as though he's whispering in my ear. “We can be together forever. We can escape, brother. We don't have to live like this. We can be happy.”
I look down at Jo in my arms. The Mambos dance, unaware of the mud now up to their waists, the rain pounding on their heads, what I can see of their white dresses wet and translucent.
The world tilts and the fabric of the world opens up with a noise like a mountain cracking. I can see the stars in that cleft, I can see Bondye. He's coming closer, so close. He's almost through. But as I squint my eyes, I can see it's not Bondye. At least not the Bondye I know. As the colors come closer, I can see the shape of a woman. Then the shape of a little girl. Then a woman again.
“Mercy,” I say. I look at Carrefour.
“I didn't believe it could be done,” Carrefour whispers. “Not really.”
“She doesn't want to be part of a family,” I say, looking back at my daughter. Not my daughter any longer, but a god. “And she wants to destroy you.”
“No,” says Carrefour. The women are still dancing, still singing, screaming over the rain, raspy and their voice barely audible. The wind picks up and a board flies off the side of the hounfor. Their feet keep stomping, every stomp shaking the earth, making the crack grow larger. Every note of their voices stretching the cleft wider and wider. And Marie, her face gray now, limp in the air, her head lolling.
“Look what you've done,” I say. “Look at Marie. It's killing her. Jo is dying. What's the point of this, Carrefour? What the hell are you doing this for?”
“For you, brother,” says Carrefour, his voice weak. “All for you.”
I look down at Jo.
“I can't let you,” I say. “I can't let you destroy this world. Or any other. I can't go with you.”
“You have no choice,” he says. “You have to come. You can't let me spend eternity alone. And you'll die if you stay. Josephine will die.”
“She'll die if I go.” I'm still looking at Jo, her breath frothy on her lips, the glow of Bondye growing stronger, coming out of her mouth. 
Carrefour seems to notice her for the first time. “You can't bring her,” he says. “Look at her, she's about to blow. We'll die if you bring her. And what would be the point of that?”
I look at my brother, his black blood eyes making day look like night. I suddenly feel overcome, deep in my chest, nothing to do with the power that had blasted through my chest like a bullet, nothing to do with the grief I feel looking at Jo, or the dread I feel looking at Mercy.
It was love. I love Carrefour. He is my brother and I love him. There are bodies all around us, he's trying to end the world, and I love him. I feel hot tears on my face. Carrefour is watching me, so full of hope.
“We'll go together,” I say. Out of the rift appears a leg, then an arm pulling a body through, and then Mercy is standing on the earth. My Mercy. I feel somehow soothed seeing her there. The singing has stopped, the dancing, the screams of the souls and the prayers. It's jarringly, blissfully quiet. 
And Carrefour is holding his hands above his head. He's got more power than I knew he could hold. He's opening something, building something. I can see a black sphere growing in his hands, sparkling like a jet black diamond. The beginning of a world.
“We're going to be so happy,” Carrefour says. 
“Happy,” I say without emotion. 
“Come to me, brother.”
Mercy purses her lips and blows a cloud of stars that twinkle through the rain. And then the Mambos are gone. They don't slip through the universe, they're just suddenly not there. She blows another cloud, and the bodies of my brothers and sisters are gone. And Mercy is leaning over Jo. 
She's safe, I know Josie is safe now. Mercy promised redemption and this is it. She will save Jo, and suddenly I feel free. I feel light as I walk toward Carrefour. I look back to find that Jo is gone. And Mercy looks at me, shining so brightly that it burns. She nods at me. I have no choice. A light shines in my eyes. Fishhooks.
I step into Carrefour's arms.
“I love you, brother,” I say.
“You see me now,” Carrefour says, rapture in his voice. “You see how I glow. Look how beautiful we are, Legba.”
“We are the blood of the stars,” I say. 
I wrap my arms around him.
And let go.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY
 
Time stops.
I step back, feeling out of sorts, too light. The two figures are embracing and it strikes me that one of them looks like me. A brightness is coming out of him, and I can see that whatever this is, it's going to kill him. It's going to kill both of them. I can see both men unraveling, their bodies frozen at the point of impact. The man who looks like me is being blown apart, his molecules are scattering, and he is taking the other man, the one with horns rising up to the sky, with him.
I can't remember my name.
“Spencer McQuarrie,” says a voice, and I turn and shield my eyes. There's a woman and she is so bright that it hurts. 
“Is that my name?” I say. 
“It's who you are,” says the woman. “Who you've always wanted to be. Do you remember her? Do you remember Josephine?”
“Josie,” I say, and I can see her in my mind. So beautiful and perfect and laughing.
“You have a chance at redemption,” says the woman. “You can forget everything you were. You can forget everything that happened. But first you have to save her.”
“Josie's in trouble?”
“You left one pocket watch,” she says. “And she hid it away. She's used it to find Felicia. She will use it again to find you. I can't interfere, Spencer. I am Bondye now, I cannot play favorites. And her will is her own. I can't stop her if she wants to save you.”
“1945,” I whisper. “She's going to find me. That's where it started.”
“And that's where it must end,” she says. “She'll look everywhere else. She'll look for such a long time. But she won't find you. I am erasing the loa, all the loa. From the past, present and future. I'm almost done. I will carry out the loa's tasks now. I will lead the dead to the crossroads and carry them through. You're gone everywhere but there. I left that one moment in the past untouched. It's the only one. The only loophole to saving her, Spencer. She will go back, even though she knows she dies there. She'll go back. For you. All for you.”
“Why won't she find me anywhere else?” I say.
“Because the loa no longer exist,” she says. “You wanted redemption, Spencer. If you want it, you cannot be Legba ever again. You must be human. Do you still want it?”
I look back at the two figures, frozen in time as they're blowing each other apart. As I watch, the figures start to fade. In moments, they're gone completely. As if they were never there.
“I remember,” I say.
“You did as I asked,” she says. “For that I am grateful.”
“It wasn't for the world,” I say. “For any of the worlds. It wasn't even for you. It was for her. I didn't choose to save humanity, I chose Josephine.”
“For you, that's the same thing,” she says. “Do you know how many times it took for you to choose that way?”
“No,” I say. 
“Do you know how many times you died?”
“I'm sorry,” I say. 
“You always chose her,” she says. “You always chose Josephine. Hundreds, thousands of time, over and over. Always her.”
“I'll always choose her.”
“You're more human than anyone. I was wrong to say you weren't my father. You were always my father. Legba and Spencer, you were the same. Can you live as a human, Spencer McQuarrie? Can you live without the power? Without the knowledge?”
“Yes. Oh, God, yes,” I say.
“If you can save my mother, I will give everything you always wanted,” she says. 
“Everything?”
“A life,” she says. “But I can never see you again. You won't remember me, you won't know about the loa or your brothers and sisters when this is over. You'll be plain Spencer McQuarrie. Is that understood? But first, you have to get to her. I left you a window, I suggest you break it.”
I watch her. There is sadness in her face. I don't shield my eyes any longer.
“I'm sorry I failed you, Mercy,” I say.
“You haven't failed,” she says. “It's all you've ever wanted. A life. Don't forget that, Spencer McQuarrie. Don't ever forget that.”
“I don't want to lose you, Mercy,” I say.
“It's too late for that,” she says. “But you did the best you could. And I'm grateful.”
I close my eyes.
 
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
 
When I open them again I'm standing in the street. I can hear the celebrations in the French Quarter. The war is over, I remember. I look around and I can see someone coming up the sidewalk. Bare feet and leaving footprints of blood, robe flapping behind him. I approach him, I can see his face now. My own face. He can't see me. I yell and wave, but he walks through me. I watch him, weaving as he walks, brown legs sticking out of a white robe, covered in sweat. I look at my hands and I'm translucent, barely here. I look at myself, walking away from myself, walking right into everything.
I make a choice. I jump.
I land in his skin. My skin. Here I am. Spencer McQuarrie with his memories intact. Mercy said I'd lose everything if I saved her, and I suddenly realize what a gift she'd given me, letting me keep my memories for just a little while longer.
I'm standing in front of the clock shop now, and I can feel the sweat soaking the gown I'm wearing. I put my hand on the doorknob, but then take it away quickly like it's hot. I look down the street, and I can see her. Red hair swinging around her face, clopping along on heels. She sees me and stops, confused at being spotted. And when I run toward her, she spins, turning the other way, trying to kick off her shoes and run at the same time. I can see she's fussing with her handbag when Scarasse's car pulls up.
Rita is distracted and turns to look, slowing, and I catch her by the arm. Her eyes are wide and frightened as she pulls the gun out of her bag. I lean forward and whisper into her ear. 
“I'm sorry I hurt you,” I say. “I'm sorry, Rita. Please forgive me. But your life is in danger right now.”
She takes a step back, staring at me.
“You remember? You remember me?”
“My favorite drink is rum and gunpowder.”
Her hand is shaking and she looks down, seeming surprised that she's holding the gun. She drops it on the ground with a clatter, her lip quivering.
“You're going to die if you stay here, Rita,” I say. 
“I am?”
“I've seen it. Just walk away. That's all. Never come back. Go back to LA. That's where you were happiest. You told me once. Go there and you'll be happy. But not here, Rita. And not with me.”
“Because you don't love me,” she says, her lip quivering.
Someone is getting out of the car and I know it's Michel, the driver.
Rita is crying now, big, floppy tears making her mascara run.
“Is it because of her?”
I shake my head and smile kindly at her.
“We just weren't meant to be,” I say. “Some things just don't work out. You're going to find someone. You're going to be happy.”
“But it won't be you.”
“No, sweetheart,” I say. “I'm sorry.”
“I loved you so much, Legba.”
“You'll love again,” I say. “Do you believe me?”
She nods again, her curls bouncing.
“Then run. Just run, okay? Don't look back. You won't remember me outside of this moment, but it's okay. All you have to remember is find what makes you happy, Rita.”
“Well, Mr. McQuarrie, as I live and breathe,” says Scarasse. And I almost smile.
Rita watches my face and after a long moment, she nods. She looks past me.
“They want to kill you,” she says. “They think you're him, McQuarrie. They want Legba back.”
“I know,” I say. “Thank you.”
I watch as she turns and walks for a few steps, then begins to run, around the corner and gone. I pick up the gun that she dropped.
“You ran off my favorite redhead,” says Scarasse, and I finally turn and look at him.
“Who do you think you are?” I say.
That stops him. He stares at me. Michel is walking toward me. I meet the big man's eyes.
“Stop right there,” I say in a low voice, “or I tell him who you work for.”
Michel's eyes go wide. He looks at Scarasse and back to me. Scarasse is looking at the gun I'm holding at my side.
“Legba?” says Scarasse. I walk past a stunned Michel and toward Scarasse. I can see Laveau in the car, eyes wide as ever. I wave at him with the gun in my hand, and he hunches down in the backseat, hiding.
“You tried to have me killed, Louis,” I say. 
Scarasse takes a step back.
“No, Legba, I...”
“You've got the assassin in your car. Are you an idiot?” I raise the pistol, aiming it at Scarasse's throat. “Tell me you didn't hire a man to kill me, Louis. Tell me.”
“It worked,” he says, a shaky smile spreading. “You're back. I know you're angry, but I can explain.”
“You missed me, is that it?” I growl.
“Yes, Legba.”
“That is unforgivable,” I say. “I should kill you.”
“Legba, please,” he says. “Please, I'm sorry.” His voice has become a dull whine. Not exactly the monster I remember, but a small man, greedy with his desires. Greedy with his love for me. “Legba, forgive me.”
“Take this man back where he belongs,” I say, motioning with the gun at Laveau. “He's out of time. Did you use my pocket watch for your own uses, Scarasse? Did you bring a man here to terrify my human counterpart?”
“Well—”
“Take. Him. Back,” I say, making my voice as deep as possible.
“Yes, of course,” says Scarasse. “Michel! We're going.”
I watch him walk around the side of the car, nearly sinking to the ground with fatigue, before catching myself. I hold onto the side of the building. Michel climbs into the driver's seat, and Scarasse stands by the car, looking at me. 
“There's something different about you,” he says, narrowing his eyes.
“Is there? ” I say, trying to sound commanding. Trying not to faint. Legba does not faint.
“Yes, there is,” he says. “Something's changed.”
I straighten, ready for everything to go bad, ready for him to change his mind. Jo would walk straight into Scarasse’s jealousy, and then my second chance would be over. It would all be over.
“Legba,” he says. “Since when do you use a gun?”
I blink at him, not understanding for a moment. 
“It was a gift,” I say. “I'm trying something new.” I cock the gun, struggling with the hammer, but trying to look like I know what I'm doing.
I hear a noise in the alley, and I blink at Scarasse, trying to look mean. But he shrugs and gets in the car, rolls down the window. “You should leave the guns to me, my friend. You don't need one. Besides, they are far too violent for one such as you.”
Michel starts the car, and I watch them turn the corner. 
“I don't understand,” says a voice, barely a whisper right beside me. I look over and Carrefour is there, though barely. He's fading in and out of view, looking at his hands. He meets my eyes. “Legba? What's happening?”
I reach out to touch him, but my hand goes through. 
“Carrefour,” I say. 
“Brother, help me,” he says. “Something's wrong. I can't remember...”
“I'm so sorry,” I say. “I'm sorry, brother. I loved you so much. If things were different, I may have gone with you. I might have left this world and lived in peace with you. To hell with the consequences.”
“Like we planned,” he says, and he tries to smile, but his face crumples as he looks down at himself. 
“Like we planned,” I repeat. “I love you. I hope somehow we'll see each other again. I hope, somehow, you find your peace.”
He blinks at me, fading in and out. 
“You're my peace, Legba.”
And then he's gone. Not so much as a cry or a whimper. Just gone. My brother, my twin. Erased forever. My breath catches in my chest. I realize I'm still holding the gun and I drop it.
“Spencer.” Her voice. Her blessed, sweet voice. I turn and Jo steps out of the alley, holding onto the side of the building for support.
“It's me,” I say, and I can't stop crying. “It's me.” After Carrefour, after Mercy, after everything, it would always be her. It would always be my Josephine.
“I was expecting more of a fuss,” says a raspy voice, and Felicia steps forward. 
“What, like a shootout?” I say. “Don't be silly. I'm a historian.” But I can't laugh because my chest hurts, my heart twisted this way and that and full of grief. Mercy said I would forget. God, I hope so.
I reach out to touch Jo's hand, and just that quickly, the world goes black. A light shines from somewhere into my eyes…
 
I jolt awake and look around the room, wiping sweat from my forehead. I touch the empty pillow next to me. For a moment, I feel a pain in my belly. Something about fishhooks. I frown, trying to remember. 
The drawer on the night stand is making noise like there's something buzzing inside of it. I open it and pick up the gold pocket-watch. It's vibrating in my hand and I have the odd sensation like it's a part of me, like I could just sit here and hold it and it would...
I laugh and toss the watch back in the drawer.
“Morning, Spence,” says Jo, carrying a hot cup of coffee.
“You shouldn't be doing that,” I say. 
“I was already up. It's nearly nine.”
She sits down on the bed next to me and hands me the cup. I take a sip and feel her watching me.
“What were you laughing at?” she says.
“Nothing,” I say. “Just having a weird dream.”
“You have the strangest dreams. Was it the one where you were full of stars?”
The dream was so real, but it's fading quickly. I feel the dull pain in my guts again, like something's trying to get out. I shake my head.
“No,” I say, trying to smile. “I can't even remember anymore.” I put my hand on her abdomen. “You should get off your feet and rest. It's bad for the baby to work so hard.”
She puts her hand over mine. “I can't lie around in bed all day. Someone has to open the shop. We can't very well raise a family in this little room.”
“Those watches ain't going to sell themselves, is that what you're saying?” I say, smiling and pulling her further into the bed.
“That's what I'm saying,” she says, laughing. She kisses me long and hard. 
“Are you happy, Josie?” I say, looking into her eyes. “I mean, are you really happy? I feel like I should be rich and give you lavish gifts every day. You're too good to be stuck with a guy like me.”
“Spencer,” she says. “It's all I've ever wanted.”
“You're going to be a great mother, Josie.”
She smiles. “And you'll be an excellent father, Mr. McQuarrie. Now get your ass out of bed and open the shop.”
“Yes, ma'am,” I say, gulping coffee. I'll just get dressed first though, if you don't mind.”
“I think that would be best for everyone,” she says, and laughs her way out the door.
The watch in the drawer starts to vibrate again and I wish I could remember my dream. There's a light shining in my eyes from somewhere and I blink, looking around for it. But there's nothing there. 
I go in the bathroom and take a box of antacid out of the cabinet, holding onto the sink as my stomach lurches. Fishhooks, what an odd thing to think about. I chew the chalky tablet as I step into the shower. 
“Mercy,” I say, as the water hits me. I'm not sure where the name comes from, but I smile. We should name the baby Mercy. 
And I blink at the light in my eyes.
 
The End
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